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to Millie and Cooper always listening




“For my part,” said Deronda, “people who do anything finely always inspirit me to try. I don’t mean that they make me believe I can do it as well. But they make the thing, whatever it may be, seem worthy to be done. I can bear to think my own music not good for much, but the world would be more dismal if I thought music itself not good for much. Excellence encourages one about life generally; it shows the spiritual wealth of the world.”

“But then if we can’t imitate it? — it only makes our own life seem the tamer,” said Gwendolen, in a mood to resent encouragement founded on her own insignificance.

“That depends on the point of view, I think,” said Deronda. “We should have a poor life of it if we were reduced for all our pleasure to our own performances. A little private imitation of what is good is a sort of . . . preparation to understand and enjoy what the few can do for us. I think Miss Lapidoth is one of the few.”

“She must be a very happy person, don’t you think?” said Gwendolen, with a touch of sarcasm, and a turn of her neck towards Mrs Raymond.

“I don’t know,” answered the independent lady; “I must hear more of her before I said that.”

—GEORGE ELIOT, DANIEL DERONDA
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1

. . . READY FOR IT

WELCOME TO EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND, WHERE TAYLOR is everywhere.

A man in a feather boa plays “You Belong with Me,” followed by “Love Story,” on the bagpipes beside a crowd of tourists, many in Eras Tour gear: Taylor’s face—stenciled, printed, tinted on white pavement—seems to look back with approval. Clear plastic Eras Tour merchandise bags show up everywhere too. A pub in the city center has placed glitter and bangles and Swiftie gear under clear tabletops. A train station near the city center shows, in lieu of the normal Scottish Rail signboard, a sign modeled after the Eras Tour poster.

It’s June 8, 2024. Edinburgh’s manifestations of Taylormania are only the latest among the splashes she’s made as year two of the biggest pop tour in the world rolls on. In Rio de Janeiro, the iconic statue of Christ the Redeemer wears the T-shirt from Taylor’s “You Belong with Me” video, projected in lights with faux-handwritten messages. In London, a military band plays “Shake It Off” for the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace. Not to be outdone by royalty, London’s center-left mayor, Sadiq Khan, rolls out a version of the London Tube Map with stations renamed after Taylor’s songs: It appears in Wembley Park Station and as a newspaper pullout section. Taylor’s tunes, the Swiftie Tube map implies, can find you—or take you—almost anywhere.1

This book asks how those tunes, and their creator, got to that point. It began—that is, my Taylor Swift journey began—when I heard “You Belong with Me” in a drugstore in 2009 and got curious about the songwriter. By the time 1989 came out, I was ready to call myself a Swiftie, and by the time of the pandemic albums I wanted to write about her work. Then, in September 2023, a few of my students at Harvard noticed my Swift-themed tote bag and asked if I would supervise a semester-long independent study about Swift’s songs. I told them I’d rather teach a course instead. I listed it in the course catalog and expected a few dozen students to show up. Instead, 200 did, followed, from January to June 2024, by reporters who wanted to cover it—TMZ, NBC, NPR, CNN, the BBC, the RTE (Irish public radio), and then others, from Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, the People’s Republic of China, Ecuador, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, India, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Singapore, Spain, and Sweden.

Taylor Swift is a world phenomenon. How did she get that way? This book, like the course that produced it, proposes three answers, which stretch through all thirteen chapters. First, it all starts with the songs. Like the Beatles and Prince, and unlike (say) Sinatra, Taylor got famous by singing the songs that she wrote, both on her own and in collaboration. To understand her we ought to hear her songs as songs: not as if they were poems in printed books, but as lyrics interacting with music.

Second, her songs have worked so well—for so long—because throughout all her changes of style and genre and collaborators, she’s been able to stay both aspirational and relatable. She and the characters in her songs present people her fans wish they could be or want to be like. But, even after her ascent to superstardom, she also writes so that we can identify with her: She presents roles, characters, and personae that resonate with many of us, and dilemmas that resemble many of ours. An almost too typical teenage girl, an insecure outsider even when she gets celebrated and welcomed, a beauty icon who knows she tries too much, Swift represents the kind of person that many of us want to be and mirrors the way that some of us already see ourselves. We know she works hard, that she’s always been a good girl, that she’s tried to please the adults and the audiences around her, and that she has largely succeeded. So. far.

Her music shows how it feels—and here’s my third answer—when you can’t stop working: when diligence, worldly success, and artistic commitment get you everywhere you’ve ever wanted to go, and you still want something more. That work ethic, and that attention to what people want (while trying to give us something more), contribute to what my subtitle calls Swift’s genius. It’s a word more often applied to artistic revolutionaries, to rule-breakers who stand above and apart from the crowd, and (not by coincidence) to men. A versatile creator who understands her audiences; who brings us along with her; who figures out all the rules, then uses those rules to make an art that’s many-layered, emotionally compelling, individual, and new: That kind of creator deserves the term “genius” too. And that’s the kind that Taylor Swift has become.

What makes her (in that polemical sense) a genius? What makes her music mean so much to so many fans (including me)? My three big answers (along with many small ones) come from listening to Taylor’s work and from learning about her life. This book follows that life—her triumphs and scandals, her tours and her relocations, her boyfriends and best friends and colleagues and friends-become-enemies—because that life informs the songs. Ultimately it’s not a book about Taylor’s life, but a book about the music, the recordings and the performances, that have emerged from that life: Taylor’s own versions of Taylor, as heard in those songs.

The songs have a kind of heroic origin story. In Taylor’s own telling (from the 2010 documentary miniseries Journey to Fearless), she started learning at the age of twelve when, as she put it, “a guy who my parents had hired to fix my computer” saw a guitar in the house and asked, “‘Do you want me to teach you a few chords?’ I said yes, and that was that. . . . I was just relentless about wanting to play all the time, songwriting for all my free time.” The supposed repair guy that Scott and Andrea hired seems to have been a professional guitar teacher too. Without Scott and Andrea and their wealth and attention, without the family’s move to Nashville (see Chapter 2), without Taylor’s whiteness, without her photogenic countenance, without her early collaborators (such as Nathan Chapman and Liz Rose), without her willingness to work and learn and study and take direction, both in the studio and onstage, she could not have found success in the same way.2

With them, though, her success came from her songs. “It can get complicated on every other level,” she said in 2018, “but the songwriting is still the same uncomplicated process it was when I was writing songs in my room.” The New Yorker critic Kelefa Sanneh, in his majestic survey of American popular music, Major Labels, calls Swift “both brilliant songwriter and a brilliant collaborator.” A pop singer who could not please casual fans would run little chance of attracting so many devoted ones: Swift’s rise depended not just on the depth of her lyrics (though they helped), nor on her originality (much of which came later), but on her heard-in-the-drugstore, overheard-on-the-car-radio appeal. Nonetheless, the songs and their words reward close analysis: The more attention you pay, the better they get, and the more you can get out of them. Reporters for Vogue once asked Taylor, on camera, “If you could teach one subject in school what would it be?” She answered, gleefully, “English!”3

She’s been the subject of English classes instead, and not only my own. Teachers and readers can learn how those words work so well by setting them next to other English words from other writings, some of them novels, memoirs, and modern poems. I brought some of those novels, memoirs, and poems into the class I taught. Some of them (including novels and poems that Taylor has certainly read) come up in this book. At the same time, this book treats the songs as songs, not page-based poems or speeches or anything else: The way they sound can transform what the words do and say. Before we look at what the words do and what they mean, I want to make sure that we hear the music too.4

To take one recent example from the Midnights era: “Hits Different” repeats the two-word title phrase four times in each chorus. The song says that the word “love” might be a lie—after all, Swift’s friends keep telling her so—but the word, and its hollowness, change as the phrase “hits different” repeats. Its syllables change pitch, up two whole steps, then down two whole steps, then up and down again, as if Swift couldn’t figure out whether to believe in love (the upside) or spurn her former belief (the downside). Love and disappointment, in this composition, really do hit different each time, even when the words are the same. And what’s true for that song holds for others. To understand why Swift’s words hit so hard, and so well, and mean something so different each time, we need to understand how they work in her music.

That understanding requires some slightly technical musicteacherish vocabulary, though I’ve tried to keep it to a minimum. Most pop music relies on vocal melodies that follow the notes of a major or minor scale. Voice teachers give the eight notes of a scale one-syllable designations: For a major scale, that’s do re mi fa sol la ti and a higher do (as in the song “Do-Re-Mi” from The Sound of Music). I use the do, re, mi system (also called solfège) wherever I can in order to make this book as easy as possible for nonmusicians to follow. Where necessary I also use the names of notes (C, D, F-sharp, and so on) and the chords they make when played together. One chord, for example, is do, mi, sol (in the key of C, the notes C, E, and G); we refer to that chord by the Roman numeral I, because it starts on the first note of the major scale. Another chord is fa, la, do (F, A, and C in the key of C); we refer to it by the Roman numeral IV, because it starts on the fourth note.

Some chords, such as the major I (also called the tonic), sound stable, or calm, or like “home”; others, like the minor vi (la, do, mi), can sound unstable or unsettling, as if they’re supposed to lead somewhere else. A series of chords is called a chord progression. In most pop music (and in most classical music written before about 1880), chord progressions end at a stable, “home” place, such as the I or the V (sol, ti, re). Modern jazz musicians, contemporary composers, and some pop songwriters (Joni Mitchell; Walter Becker and Donald Fagen; Tori Amos) invent strange or unintuitive chord progressions. Swift mostly reuses simple, familiar ones. Her creative power comes in the melodies, and the arrangements, and the rhythms, and above all in the words—which need all those other components in order to move us as they do.

Some patterns emerge from her melodies on their own. The musicologist Nate Sloan points to one pattern he calls the T-drop: mi, fa, mi, and then down to the lower la. “Everything you lose is a step you take” (“You’re on Your Own, Kid”). “You belong with me-e-e.” Swift uses that drop for dramatic, climactic effect, taking us with her to low points that can precede high points. The big swoop from mi down to the low la also helps her get the most from a vocal range lower than that of many female pop stars. Hearing these devices come back through her work, we can see how that work holds its words together, how its signature riffs bring us along.

Other effects do show up in the words alone, even though those effects take root and work so well because they’re in such catchy songs. Consider all the numbers, and all the ages, that her lyrics specify: Has any other successful pop songwriter used so many? When you’re fifteen and somebody tells you they love you, you’re gonna believe it. That kind of radiance you only have at seventeen. It’s supposed to be fun, turning twenty-one. I don’t know about you but I’m feeling twenty-two. I would’ve stayed on my knees . . . At nineteen (in songwriting, “my knees” rhymes with “nineteen,” because heard rhyme for singers is all about vowels). This creator gives numbers for ages, her own and her characters’, because she focuses so often, and so closely, on what it means to grow up: for her, and for her listeners too.

That’s one reason that fans can see ourselves in her songs. Fans have seen themselves, and their generations, in other songwriters’ work, too: Billie Eilish, for example, or Marvin Gaye with What’s Going On, or Carole King, whom Swift once called “the greatest songwriter of all time.” Swift wrote that King’s “songs come to you from somewhere else—a loved one, a friend or the radio—and then, suddenly, they are partly ours,” and that “her persona on Tapestry feels like listening to a close friend intimately sharing the truths of her life so that you can discover the truths of your own.”5

That quality makes those songs relatable, a word not remotely popular until the 2010s, if we trust Google Ngrams, but a goal, and a concept, that goes back centuries. The literary critic Samuel Johnson wrote in 1779 that Thomas Gray’s poem “Elegy in a Country Churchyard” “abounds with images that find a mirror in every mind, and with sentiments to which every bosom returns an echo.” The modern literary critic Helen Vendler wrote about her astonishment when she first read the poet Adrienne Rich: “Someone my age was writing down my life.” Swifties have felt that way about Taylor’s songs since some of us first found her self-titled debut. Many of us, despite her superstar status, hear her latest work and feel the same way. Her self-consciousness about being a songwriter, about putting her feelings into songs—a quality that some skeptics dismiss as contrived—helps bring her closer to her listeners too: As the essayist, editor, and onetime teen celebrity Tavi Gevinson explains, “By pointing to her own authorship, by letting us in on it,” Swift “fosters a greater intimacy with her listener than with her male subject,” even when she seems to be making love songs.6

Taylor would stand out if she could do nothing else. But Taylor, as a songwriter, does something else, just as often, and as importantly. Not only do Swifties, among whom I count myself, feel akin to the characters she creates, and to the versions of herself that she presents in her songs. We also want to be those people. We have looked up to these characters and have seen them as better or more exciting versions of ourselves. Again, other songwriters have pulled off this same feat: Charli XCX, for example. Or Prince, who told us rightly that he was something we would never understand, even if he would also “die 4 u.” The David Bowie of “Life on Mars?” remained achingly, sweepingly relatable; the Bowie who became Ziggy Stardust became aspirational. Taylor stands out because, almost alone in her tier, she can do both, often within the same song.

Taylor’s earliest commercially released songs paint her as aspirational, too. In “Teardrops on My Guitar,” her crush Drew has been dating another, higher-status girl, but at least Taylor, unlike most of us, can make her heartbreak into song. Her supposedly outcast, discouraged, rejected teenage protagonists often sing about problems we might wish we had. Who needs advice, at fifteen (in the song “Fifteen”), about not dating the boy on the football team? Who needs advice about what to do when senior guys think you’re cute and say they haven’t seen you around before? Girls who look conventionally attractive, who can at least compete in the popularity sweepstakes, who belong in the hot guys’ dating pool. The same pair—aspirational but relatable, like us but also excitingly not like us—comes out in her later songs about public life: Who needs advice about what to do, and how to handle burnout, when the whole world seems to be watching? A girl, or woman, who’s already a star.

Besides making three big arguments about how and why Taylor found such lasting success—she’s aspirational and relatable; she makes the words fit the music, and the music fit the words; she depicts her need to be loved, alongside her ambition—this book spends time with individual songs. It’s got something to say, not about all 274 (as of early 2025), but about all my favorites and about all the hits, from “Tim McGraw” to “I Can Do It with a Broken Heart,” that look like pivot points in her career.

Between the career as a whole and the individual songs come eras and albums. Each chapter has something to say about one of them. Taylor Swift launches the teenage star by treating her teenage-girl life as authentic material, the trappings of country music as pastoral conventions. Fearless perfects the pairing of the aspirational with the relatable: She’s just like you, if you’re in her core audience, except that she’s got problems you might wish you had. Speak Now speaks to that postadolescent question “What’s next?” as well as to the post-success question “What now?” Red responds with a rush, diving into new musical styles and revving up its lyrical engine to depict headstrong, unwise, disastrous romance along with guitars and fast cars.7

The album that Swift described as her own rebirth, 1989, deploys the self-conscious artifice of 1980s synth-pop to tell us how she’s made herself new, how she can live in the present, and pose, and flirt, and pretend, and have fun. Reputation draws instead on modern Black pop, on sounds and collaborators from neo-soul, hip-hop, and R&B, to portray Taylor as an empowered adult, no longer a pure, and stereotypically white, girl-child: It’s the right place to think about Taylor and race. Lover feels now like her only album that doesn’t hold together as a whole; its political statements, its efforts to demonstrate joy, and its inward, backward-looking melancholy moments make for rough collisions, taken together, and for plenty of beauties, taken alone. Her pandemic albums, Folklore and Evermore, treat their acoustic and folktronic atmospheres as alternatives to the chaotic present day, but they work in different ways. The first looks backward, dwelling in teenage pasts and pastorals, while the second asks how, and whether, and when, to escape.

Swift’s return to studio pop in Midnights put her angst and her meta-angst at center stage: Do I really want all these people looking at me while I process my feelings? What if I do? What if they stop looking? Showing the influence of stars younger than Swift, stars who grew up listening to Swift, it showed us as listeners how to look back on our own roughest moments. The Tortured Poets Department, released amid the Eras Tour, considered how much Swift depended on her fandom, on her public life, and on her art, how much she got from chasing the success that American culture asks us to want, even after she had already achieved it. It also framed what many of us have loved, and regretted, and loved again, about falling for the wrong, disreputable, rebellious guy. My final chapter, on the Eras Tour itself, sees what the sets and costumes and performance choices say about the songs Swift offers her fans. That chapter also returns to the joy we can take in a pop hook, a well-turned vocal, a well-launched phrase, the joy that comes from hearing Taylor Swift’s best songs even before we know what they mean.

Of course, Swift does more for her songs than just write them and sing them. She said in 2010 that if she had not become a professional musician, she would have gone into “something that has to do with a lot of organization.” She would have been “in advertising,” she mused, “because you are organizing and creating at the same time.” She seems to have learned, eagerly and early, not just how to write and play but how to promote, and how to use social media, and how to keep crews, band members, support staff, and fans on her side. But none of those skills would have worked for her—not nearly so well, and not nearly for so long—had she not continued to write approachable, relatable, singable, and also excitingly aspirational songs.8

Taylor’s detractors, even when they see those powers, sometimes claim that she only writes songs about guys: either about falling for them, or about leaving them, and condemning them once they’re gone. Those detractors are wrong: One of Taylor’s earliest masterpieces—a neat way into her gifts—has nothing to do with boyfriends, and everything to do with the way she fuses approachability (she’s just like you) with inspiration (if only you could be more like her). That song would be “The Best Day,” from Fearless (2008). The middle-school Taylor we meet in “The Best Day” had a terrible time with her mean-girl ex-friends, but she also came home to the very best mom she can imagine. That song’s musical qualities underline that double aspect too. It starts out so simple that it resembles children’s music: A simplified version without a pre-chorus could fit a school sing-along. We can sing along too, as each verse climbs down slowly, one step at a time. “I’m five years old, it’s getting cold, I’ve got my big coat on . . . I’m thirteen now and don’t know how my friends could be so mean”: mi, re, re, do, do, ti, ti, la, sol, sol. . . . Then the song reaches out, and up, and down, until we get her mother’s strong support in the chorus’s ending, tilting up from ti back to do: “I had the best day with you today.” Imagine being held so strongly, lifted up that way.

“The Best Day” also makes a good first case—I used it that way in my class—for Taylor’s connections to older literary traditions. Little children (as in the first and last verses of the song) don’t know why the leaves change in the fall, but older children do. That’s how you know they’re growing up, a melancholy experience at best. It’s this same experience that animates Gerard Manley Hopkins’s 1880 poem “Spring and Fall: To a Young Child”:


Márgarét, áre you gríeving

Over Goldengrove unleaving?

Leáves like the things of man, you

With your fresh thoughts care for, can you?

Ah! ás the heart grows older

It will come to such sights colder

By and by, nor spare a sigh

Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie;

And yet you wíll weep and know why.

Now no matter, child, the name:

Sórrow’s spríngs áre the same.

Nor mouth had, no nor mind, expressed

What heart heard of, ghost guessed:

It ís the blight man was born for,

It is Margaret you mourn for.



Margaret realizes that the leaves change because they will die; we will too. Hopkins laments her loss of innocence and shares her new sense of mortality. (“Ghost” means “spirit” or “soul”; “leafmeal,” a word Hopkins coined, means a forest floor of scattered or shredded autumn leaves.) Hopkins relies on a series of couplets, Taylor on verses and chorus and bridge. Margaret doesn’t seem to get support from anyone, not even from the poet, who wants to tell her he knows she’s going to die! Taylor, on the other hand, seeks and finds support from her whole family, her brother and her dad as well as her mom. She’s relatable in her fears at various ages but aspirational in the way that she finds and accepts such reassurance: She’s learned things, and one of the things she’s learned is that her mom will always show up.

“The Best Day” joins a lot of other Taylor songs in this way: It’s simultaneously relatable (we’ve been there) and aspirational (we wish we were there). This kind of balance carries forward into her pop eras in a way that might seem paradoxical. By the time she created 1989, Swift’s life no longer resembled the lives of her fans, at least not outwardly. As an adult celebrity in New York, writing danceable songs about turning twenty-two and going out clubbing, she could remain aspirational without half trying. But that’s only half of her genius. How did pop Taylor, celebrity Taylor, jet-setting Taylor, stay relatable?

Some answers apply only to certain albums. Taylor made Folklore while she had to isolate herself during the pandemic months of 2020, when the rest of us had to stay at home too. The Taylor of Reputation felt wronged and falsely accused, as many of us have felt at times. But another answer covers her whole career: Even long after her teens, Swift kept evolving, remaking herself in response to circumstance. We associate that evolution, that kind of self-making, with adolescence, with uncertainty, and with vulnerability. Swift has kept up those associations too: She never stopped growing up, if growing up means changing, reevaluating, and rejecting your previous selves. Long out of high school, Swift still feels like “life is just a classroom”: Each day our castles fall and we try to build them again. Like Bowie, she won’t stay put for more than an album at a time, though her personae, unlike his, insist on their lack of pretense, on their genuineness as versions of her (and therefore potential reflections of us). And those personae show off their troubles alongside their glamour, their contradictions alongside their highest highs. Even her wish to be loved, to give back, to do good (so she believes, at her low points) reflects a “covert narcissism disguised as altruism.” Maybe we’ve felt that way at our low points too.

No wonder Swift’s music brings so many people together—literally, at her concerts; metaphorically, through the broad church of her songs. At the same time, she allows, and even encourages, a world within a world, a not-very-secret society in which serious fans communicate through references and quotations. Alex Suskind of Entertainment Weekly quipped that Taylor had created a “Taylor Swift Musical Universe,” one that’s “like the Marvel Cinematic Universe but with more guitars and fewer Stan Lee cameos.” Suskind was more right than he knew. I’ve spent a great deal of my life obsessed with various made-up universes and characters. I found my friends based on those universes, some of them stereotypically nerdy (Dungeons and Dragons), some prestigious but limited in their reach (the poetry of John Milton), some defiantly Not for Everyone (1980s indie rock). Most people didn’t care for, or care about, these things.9

Swifties are different. As I became one—or learned to call myself one—I discovered a fandom hundreds or thousands of times bigger than any prior fandom I had known. Paradise Regained stans were out there somewhere (if you love that poem too, please get in touch). But Swifties were everywhere. Many of them—by contrast with, say, indie-rock obsessives, or John Milton super-fans—knew how to act and seem, if not to feel, at home in modern social life, especially girlhood and womanhood, the demands and delights of which have remained among Taylor’s favorite topics since “Our Song.” (No one I’ve met by playing Dungeons and Dragons has helped me learn to layer blush over foundation, but more than one Swiftie has.) We may, or may not, crave social acceptance, but we don’t, as Swifties, give up on it, or spit on it when it comes. Many of us really do feel like we belong at the high school football game, or the office party, or the hen party. Many others have learned—are still learning—how and when we might want to fit in.

And Swifties were—are—the opposite of exclusionary. Taylor Swift fandom, by being uniquely expansive, has also become uniquely welcoming. The music avoids the trap of generic celebration and bland inclusion because it’s so specific, and so often angst-driven, and so articulate, in the feelings that it presents. But the fandom itself (from what I’ve seen) rarely tries to keep anyone out. Indeed, you might get—or make—another friendship bracelet each time you bring someone in. Those links show how many of us see ourselves in her songs, how many of us feel like—but also wish we could be more like—her.

Relatable, singable, changeable, aspirational, communal, emotionally available: All those terms apply to Swift’s catalog. All help explain her success. But that success also reflects a ton of work: not only writing and rehearsing and singing and posting on social media and dressing up and dressing down and planning and executing world tours, but also writing songs about and through that work, writing songs (and essays, and a few poems) about the drive for attention, affection, approval, and conventional success that made Swift the star she became. No wonder, then, that Swift can seem both ambitious and insecure, at once delighted by her chosen art form and helplessly driven to pursue it. She can’t help wanting everyone to like her. She blows up or melts down or fights back (in song) when not everyone does. And then she gets back to work trying to please us all. That’s the paradox of the good girl, of the Type A personality, of “growing up precocious” (as she put it), and taking the advice of the adults to heart. If we do everything right and work hard enough, we tell ourselves, we can feel good about ourselves; we can feel loved. How much work will it take? Who knows? Best to keep at it. Many of Taylor’s fans have felt that way too. Her way of portraying ambition as insecurity also runs through all her eras. Those portrayals, too, let her fans see our lives in what she can do, and in what she has done.
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