
the beat

CHART
BREAKER
DISCOVERING NEW TALENT SINCE 1894(!)

Mai photographed 
Jan. 24 at Billboard 
Industry Nights at 

Ludlow House in 
New York.

No.6
on Billboard’s  
Hot 100 chart

ELLA MAI
The fast-rising London R&B singer 
pens a love letter on “Boo’d Up”
By Tatiana Cirisano 
Photographed by Brandon Todd

Deep roots
Named by her Jamaican mother after jazz 
great Ella Fitzgerald , 23-year-old Ella Mai 
grew up in London listening to Laur yn Hill , 
Missy Ell iott and Alicia Keys: “I learned 
to braid my hair and [play] piano because 
of [Keys].” She joined her local church 
choir and auditioned for school musicals, 
realizing by elementary school that 
“[singing] was the one real passion I had.”

She lost her voice in New York...
When she was 12, Mai moved to New 
York so her mother could take a teaching 
job. She quit pursuing music and became 
known as the new kid with a British 
accent who “didn’t want attention,” 
devoting her time to soccer instead — 
until, at high school graduation, she 
shocked everyone by singing the national 
anthem: “They were like, ‘You can sing?’ ”

...And found it back home
Mai attended the British Institute for 
Music in London for university, where 
she wrote her own songs for the first 
time. “I write in a diary every night,” she 
says. “I’ve always been into poetry, and I 
realized [songwriting is] the same thing.” 
After competing as part of a girl group on 
season 11 of The X Factor U.K., she started 
uploading covers of songs on Instagram 
in 2015. DJ Mustard took notice and 
signed her to his 10 Summers label in 
2016; in five weeks they created three 
EPs: Time, Change and Ready.

Big break
Ready track “Naked” was getting a push 
earlier in 2018 when “Boo’d Up” started 
seeing gains. “I have no words,” she 
says of her surprise hit, which arrived 
in early 2017 and entered the top 10 of 
the Billboard Hot 100 on June 2 of this 
year. Now based in Los Angeles, Mai, 
who toured with Kehlani last summer, is 
recording her debut album (with the same 
“boo” from her song as inspiration). “I can 
feel the difference [in fame],” she says. “I 
took my puppy to the vet, and the nurse 
was like, ‘I love you.’ ” 
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