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Interview

Martial 
Sounds

British singer, Rudimental associate and karate champion 
Anne-Marie is breaking out on her own. Mary-Jane Wiltsher got 

her out of the studio to talk teen R&B idols, shaping her solo 
material, and what moves to pull in an ambush situation
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Stylist  Natalie Read
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Interview 

 “I can’t just write a sweet, 
lovely pop song – I have to 
put my personality into it.”

Combine the 90s badassery of 
Gwen Stefani with Jackie Chan’s 
reflexes and the estuary vowels 
of Pat Butcher, and you might 
be somewhere close to the force 
of nature that is Anne-Marie. 
“Singer-ninja-chav” is how the 
Essex native prefers to describe 
herself, referencing her prowess 
in shotokan karate, a discipline 
in which she is no less than triple 
world champion. 

A former West End musical child star 
who appeared in Les Misérables aged six 
and later landed a role in Whistle Down 
the Wind alongside Jessie J, 25-year-old 
Anne-Marie Nicholson is best known for 
her alliance with Hackney dance collec-
tive Rudimental, both as a live vocalist 
on their world tours and on tracks such 
as last year’s “Rumour Mill”. Dance pro-
ducers Gorgon City, Raized By Wolves 
and dubstep trio Magnetic Man count 
among the industry heavyweights that 
she has collaborated with.

Now flying Rudimental’s nest to carve 
out a niche of her own, Anne-Marie’s 
solo sound – as illustrated by debut 
EP Karate and catchy, irreverent sin-
gle “Boy” – is a playful fusion of elec-
tro-soul and Gen Y hip-hop, R&B and 
pop. Her spring releases “Do It Right” 

and “Alarm” pave the way for a hotly an-
ticipated debut album. Both bass-heavy 
and laced with attitude, the two singles 
feel like game changers, their power-
house vocals containing echoes of Sia 
and vintage RiRi. 

“I can’t just write a sweet, lovely pop 
song, I have to put my personality into 
it,” says the instantly likeable, perox-
ide-maned singer, breaking into a con-
tagious cackle. She’s brimming with 
energy in the aftermath of nailing our 
cover shoot, which sees her athletic 
form zipped into a rainbow of My Lit-
tle Pony pastel shades, toughened up 
with textural bling and crowned by 
mermaid-streaked hair. “‘Do It Right’ is 
about someone I was seeing for what felt 
like years, but it wasn’t really moving 
anywhere. I was like, right, we either do 
this properly now, or just leave it com-
pletely.”

Quizzed on what hints “Do It Right” and 
“Alarm” give about the musical make-up 
of her upcoming album, Anne-Marie is 
keen to point out that it won’t all be hard-
edged – she has a softer side. “Not every 
song will be a banger – I have some love-
ly ballads too. There’s a good mixture in 
there. ‘Do It Right’ is quite hip-hop, but 
it’s also R&B and pop. It’s a mix of the 
three; that’s what my album will be like.”

The eclecticism of Anne-Marie’s sound 
boils down to the simple fact that she’s 
a musical magpie. Paul Weller provided 
the backing track to her childhood (“My 
mum and dad are obsessed”) along with 
Prince, Michael Jackson and all the ska 
and reggae records that her mod father 
loved. In her teens, she worshipped mil-
lennial urban poster girls Missy Elliott, 
Ciara and Aaliyah. “Every song they put 
out in that era was just amazing. That 
genre of music was always in my body, 
I was hooked on it and there was no way 
it wasn’t going to come out in my own 
songs. But after the Missy period, I got 
really into bands. It wasn’t like I grew 
up listening to rock music and thought, 
‘Yeah, I’m going to be a rock star.’ I love 
every single type of music, so it was dif-
ficult for me to put my thumb on what I 
was going to put out.”

The Karate EP provided an opportunity 
to experiment. There’s the endearing-
ly kooky “Gemini” with its scrapbook 
storytelling and twinkly R&B flavour, 
accompanied by a lo-fi video that of-
fers solid proof of Anne-Marie’s goof-
ball credentials. Her sexy, hazy falsetto 
on the unexpectedly chilled title track 
“Karate” is accompanied by finger clips 
and softly-layered vocal samples, while 
break-up ballad “Stole” serves as the re-
cord’s heartstring-tugger. “I was writing 
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“I love every type of music, 
so it was hard for me to put 
my thumb on what I was 
going to put out.”

music that I’d listen to myself, quite far 
left and experimental, because that’s a 
part of me. I wouldn’t be able to make 
a whole album like that because it’s too 
personal, but I put the EP out to show 
people that side of my personality.”

The title track is, of course, also a sen-
sitively delivered tribute to her martial 
discipline, though its steamy “work hard 
on me” lyrics are more often assumed 
to be about sex, an analysis that amuses 
Anne-Marie. “When people said that I 
was like, that’s really funny they inter-
preted it like that! I didn’t want to say 
no though, I let everyone interpret my 
songs as they please. But yeah, whoever 
and whatever I’m working on now, I just 
want them to push me as hard as karate 
did.”

It was during school that the then-West 
End hopeful first fell in love with kara-
te, something she’s convinced has taught 
her “all the discipline and focus” that 
she’s needed to build her singing career. 

“I was always proper into sports,” she en-
thuses. “One day a guy was going round 
dropping off leaflets advertising karate, 
so I made my mind up and started going, 
and because I’d done dancing I picked 
up the moves quickly. I had a little bit of 
an attitude problem as a teenager, so it 
kind of let all my anger out! I was going 
all the time and it became more promi-
nent in my life, and I managed to win the 
world championships. I still can’t really 
believe it.”

The simplicity of Anne-Marie’s reflec-
tion on this unlikely achievement makes 
it sound like a spontaneous high-kick in 
the park. Speaking of parks, what fail-
safe move would she pull out of the bag 
in a sudden ambush situation? “Well, 
if it’s a bloke you just go straight for 
the balls!” There’s that cackle again. “I 
would say the nose, but that might kill 
them. The shins are always good – they 
hurt bad.”

When she wasn’t working her way to-
wards a black belt, Anne-Marie was 
engrossed in musical theatre, a path 
she followed her older sister down and 
is still passionate about. But despite 
being a jazz-handed child of the stage, 
she maintains that those years made rel-
atively little impact on her vocal style. 
“I love musical theatre, but it’s hard be-
cause you have to have a specific voice, 
and the reason I didn’t want to continue 
to do it was because I felt my voice was 
different. There was one day when I de-
cided that I was going to sing a song in a 
different way. It totally threw them off, 
they thought I was ill! They called me 
in the next day and were like, ‘Are you 
alright?’” The thing that it’s helped with 
is performing live. With musical the-
atre, you’re basically acting to a song. 
It taught me how to put a story across 
while I’m singing.”

The performance element has been crucial 
in her live work with Rudimental, a group 
she fell in with after getting signed to El-
ton John’s Rocket Music Entertainment 

Group (also home to Ed Sheeran) during 
college. By her own admission, the sign-
ing itself was a happy accident. 

“One of my college friends was a piano 
teacher. He was tutoring this lady who 
turned out to be a songwriter involved 
with Rocket, and she asked me to sing 
one of her songs. I was just this young 
kid going into a studio and singing an-
other person’s song, didn’t think any-
thing of it. Then I found out that the 
engineer who recorded me that day had 
spoken to Rocket’s management and 
said, ‘You have to sign her!’ The follow-
ing week I was signed by them.”

 There followed several years of writing, 
recording and collaborating with some 
of the most exciting names in pop, in-
cluding Wayne Hector, Two Inch Punch, 
Steve Mac and Jean Baptiste. It served as 
an intensive workshop in songwriting, 
a skill Anne-Marie admits to having no 
real experience in prior to scribbling her 
name on the dotted line. As with karate, 
it turned out she was a natural. “I’d nev-
er written a song before I was signed. 
[Rocket] were experimenting, putting 
me out to a whole load of producers, and 
found out that I could write. I used to sit 
down and write a whole song lyrically, 
then go into the studio and put a melo-
dy to it, but now it’s changed. Recently, 
I worked with a producer who played 
a track and I had the mike on straight 
away, humming melodies, picking the 
good parts and writing the lyrics, which 
is so different to what I used to do.”
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Having established herself at Rocket and 
gained confidence in her ability to pen a 
track, it was while touring with Annie Mac 
that Rudimental popped up on the sing-
er’s radar. “I think ‘Feel the Love’ had just 
come out. They were really new and on the 
same tour as us. We became friends, kept 
seeing each other around everywhere. 
Then one of their girls left, probably to do 
her own thing. They asked me to join and 
I kind of go with the flow in life, so I just 
said yeah.” 

The experience taught her how to survive 
life on the road (“it’s bloody hard!”), took 
her to the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury 
last year, and above all helped mould her 
sound. “Rudimental are so open-minded 
and listen to all types of music – they’re 
great producers and songwriters. It felt 
comfortable working with them – you’re 
not scared of letting anything out of your 
mouth. I definitely wouldn’t be this artist 
without that experience – it taught me a 
lot.”

More recently it’s been her own UK tour 
dates filling her diary. She took to the 
stage at the London’s O2 Arena in March, 
and earlier this year experienced fans 
singing her lyrics back to her for the first 
time. “That was at a gig in Manchester. It 
was literally the craziest thing! I totally 
didn’t expect it.” 

Is she expecting to face any difficulties in 
branching out solo, having been associ-
ated with a group? “If I’d left it longer, it 
would’ve been harder, but I reckon it was 
the right time. I finally felt like I had the 
music for my own projects ready. [Rudi-
mental] have been really supportive – they 
always knew I was going to leave and do 
my own thing. I’m my own person with my 
own style of music and that’s something I 
want to achieve. They’re producing some 
of the songs on my album, so it’s not like 
I’m completely leaving them.”

Next up is a hectic summer of album prepa-
ration, shooting the cover and inlay, plus 
festival slots at Parklife, the Great Escape 
and Wireless. Suffice to say, Anne-Marie 
is hyped. “It seems crazy to me that I’ve 
only done a festival with Rudimental be-
fore. It’s going to be an experience!”

The big dream is “loads of albums” and 
the chance to develop her sound. “As I 
grow, my music is going to change, and 
I’m excited to see how people feel about 
that.” Holy grail collaborations include 
Kendrick Lamar and André 3000, and 
there may even be the chance of some vir-
ginal bar-spitting on Anne-Marie’s album. 
“I wrote a rap for the first time ever in bed 
today,” she says, “so I think I’m going to 
put it on there.” Her playlists are crammed 
with NAO, Jack Garratt and Etta Bond, 

but lyrically it’s Alanis Morissette and 
Sia who inspire her most. “Their writing 
styles connect with you emotionally. I’d 
love to work with Alanis as well, although 
I’m not sure what she’s up to right now, I 
think she’s having a bit of a chill.”

Whether it’s the knowledge that Anne-Ma-
rie has already achieved world domina-
tion in one of her disciplines, or her off-
the-cuff way of talking about what the 
future may hold, a chat with this woman 
leaves the distinct impression that she’s 
destined for something major. Thank-
fully, despite counting megastars like Ed 
Sheeran among her admirers – the pair 
meet on occasion for a pizza and box set 
binge – there’s little danger of her getting 
too big for her flatforms. After all, this is 
the girl who geeked out when she support-
ed Craig David (“he was such a huge artist 
when I was younger!”) and would prefer 
a Philadelphia sandwich over any other 
meal. “I grew up on them – I literally ate 
nothing else – my parents were worried 
and took me to the doctors. I think my 
body’s addicted.”

Part soulful creative, part rude-gal joker 
next door, Anne-Marie is as big a threat in 
the charts as she is in the ring. And if we’re 
using her global karate status as a bench-
mark, they better start serving Philly sar-
nies at the Grammys.

Alarm is out now through Major Toms/

Atlantic Records

9

 
Top, K R I S T I N A  F I D E L S K AYA  
Earrings and rings,  
M A R I A  P I A N A 



1 0 S E C T I O N  T I T L E 1 1

 
Coat and Trousers,  
K R I S T I N A  F I D E L S K AYA  
Necklace, H O U S E  T H I R T E E N 
Shoes, U N D E R G R O U N D

Make-up Director  Lan Nguyen Grealis using 3INA

Hair Bianca Tuovi 

Nail Technician Pebbles Aikens 

using MAC Cosmetics 

Photographer’s Assistant  Daniele Fummo 

Fashion Assistant  Susannah Kala


