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Introduction

There’s a very good reason why Taylor Swift and her music have been the subject of multiple college courses and continue to resonate with multiple generations of Swifties. Her songs are masterclasses in storytelling, chronicling the ups and downs of growing up and trying to find yourself. These tunes are rich in elaborate metaphors, religious allusions, historical and literary references and detailed bridges full of plot twists. In many cases, Swift’s songs are even deeply self-referential, with imagery and turns of phrase that link her album eras together with delicate, not-so-invisible strings.

And yet in some circles, one tiresome misconception persists: that every single Swift song is a vengeful missive about various ex-boyfriends. To be fair, she does excel at eviscerating bad partners with just a few flourishes of the pen. But Swift’s tunes also depict the messiness of relationships – the agonizing limbo of a romance that’s not going well, how terrible it feels to fight with your partner, the lack of closure after a breakup – and the pain of romantic uncertainty, including the times when you aren’t sure where you stand in a relationship.

As Swift has amassed more life experience, her lyrics have become more complex. They capture the ecstasy of a healthy relationship; grapple with fame; reveal poignant details about her family; and tell character-driven fictional stories. And, more often than not, Swift’s songs bubble with determined optimism. Even in her darkest moments, she’s always maintained that brighter days are ahead.

This optimistic mindset buoyed Swift during a very difficult time in her life. In 2019, a holding company owned by music manager Scooter Braun bought Big Machine Label Group, the label that released Swift’s first six studio albums. In the end, she was unable to buy back her master recordings, which was extraordinarily painful: it meant that the songs into which she poured her heart and soul were under someone else’s control.

“I had to make the excruciating choice to leave behind my past,” Swift wrote. “Music I wrote on my bedroom floor and videos I dreamed up and paid for from the money I earned playing in bars, then clubs, then arenas, then stadiums.”1

As her words indicate, this was an agonizing loss: these songs mean everything to her. And so just as Swift has spent the last few years re-recording her precious songs – creating Taylor’s Versions that have often surpassed their original recordings in popularity – this book aims to reclaim and amplify the inspiration behind every one of her original tunes, year by year, song by song. Using a combination of musical analysis, fandom insights and fascinating quotes, this book celebrates the power of her voice, her incredible body of work – and the ambition and songcraft that has made Swift one of the best songwriters of all time.


[image: ]

Swift shines during the Lover portion of the Eras Tour set in São Paulo, Brazil.
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Taylor Swift released her self-titled debut album when she was still a teenager. The album was a rousing success, spending a staggering 24 weeks at No. 1 on the Billboard country charts and earning her a Grammy nomination for Best New Artist. (She lost to Amy Winehouse.) “I look back on the record I made when I was 16, and I’m so happy I made it,” Swift once said. “I got to immortalize those emotions that when you’re so angry, you hate everything. It’s like recording your diary over the years, and that’s a gift.”1



Tim McGraw

{   SINGLE   }

Released: June 19, 2006 (single) / October 24, 2006 (album)

Writers: Liz Rose, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Versions: Radio Edit, iTunes Live From SoHo

“Tim McGraw” is inarguably one of the best debut singles of all time. Released when Swift was just 16 years old, the melancholy country song combines wistful acoustic guitars with keening fiddle, banjo and dobro. Her vocals are both innocent and self-assured, with a prominent twang that suits the nostalgic vibe.

Swift wrote “Tim McGraw” when she was a freshman in high school. “I got the idea in math class,” she said in 2006. “I was just sitting there, and I started humming this melody.” Instead of crunching numbers, Swift was focused on her then-boyfriend; because he was leaving for college, she knew their relationship was on borrowed time. “I started thinking about all the things that I knew would remind him of me,” Swift continued. “Surprisingly, the first thing that came to mind was that my favorite country artist is Tim McGraw.”2

From this kernel of an idea, Swift and Liz Rose spent just fifteen minutes writing a song about a sweet summer fling that inevitably comes to an end. (“It may be the best fifteen minutes I’ve ever experienced,” Swift later said.3) Although the breakup is painful, the narrator only has happy memories of their time together – like an over-the-top compliment about her beautiful eyes or a night spent dancing to her favourite Tim McGraw song. (Swift later revealed she was referring to his 2004 track “Can’t Tell Me Nothin’.”4) That last detail is crucial: to get some closure, the narrator writes her ex a letter, in which she shares her hope that he also remembers their relationship fondly – and that he always associates her with Tim McGraw.

“Tim McGraw” became Swift’s very first US hit. In early 2007, the song peaked at No. 6 on Billboard’s Hot Country Songs chart and reached No. 40 on the Billboard Hot 100. Coincidentally, the real-life Tim McGraw had an up-close view of this success: in 2007, Swift performed the tune while opening for him (and his wife, Faith Hill) on select dates of the couple’s Soul2Soul Tour. Even then, it was obvious that Swift was going places. “Faith and I both knew that there was no stopping her,” McGraw said in 2023. “She’s a special talent.”5

Swift later expressed her gratitude to McGraw in a very public way. During a 2018 concert at Nashville’s Nissan Stadium, she surprised fans by taking to the piano and playing “Tim McGraw” live for the first time in over five years. In the middle of the performance, she introduced two special guest vocalists: Hill and then none other than McGraw himself.6 As Swift came to the lyrics that mentioned McGraw’s name, she gestured knowingly to him standing right next to her – a goose-bump-inducing, full-circle moment that was deeply satisfying.
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In 2007, Swift met Tim McGraw after serenading the country star with (what else?) “Tim McGraw” at the Academy of Country Music Awards.
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Swift and Tim McGraw performed his 1997 hit “Just to See You Smile” at Nashville’s Bridgestone Arena in 2011.
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Swift arrives at the 2006 CMT Music Awards in Nashville.





Picture to Burn

{   SINGLE   }

Released: February 4, 2008 (country single) / October 24, 2006 (album)

Writers: Taylor Swift, Liz Rose

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Versions: Radio Edit, Rock Remix, iTunes Live From SoHo

When you’re a teenager, one of the most painful things to process is romantic rejection. However, letting out these hurt feelings often makes the pain feel less overwhelming. On “Picture to Burn”, the narrator lashes out at her ex, calling him self-centered and a terrible liar, and expresses how incensed she is that he wasted her time. She vows revenge – among other things, by dating his friends – and warns him to stay away, lest her dad see him come around. The chorus, meanwhile, hits her ex right where it hurts, insulting his dumb pickup truck and noting he’s so meaningless she’s going to incinerate his photo.

‘‘Before I sing this song, I always try to tell the audience that I really do try to be a nice person,” Swift once said, “but if you break my heart, hurt my feelings, or are really mean to me, I’m going to write a song about you.” Swift added a laugh after this statement to soften the message7, but she knew “Picture to Burn” was something special as soon as she started playing the song live. “I went out on the road to all these tours and would play it every night,” she said, “and literally even though it wasn’t a single yet, it would get the most crowd response.”8

It’s easy to hear why: not only are the lyrics cathartic, but the music possesses a biting edge. With Swift’s twangy, attitude-filled voice as an anchor, “Picture to Burn” piles on banjo, pedal steel, fiddle and mandolin; in other words, it’s an urgent country-pop tune that feels dressed up like a raucous rock track. “I think girls can relate to the song because basically it’s about just being mad,” Swift said. “And it’s OK to be mad after a breakup or after something goes wrong with a relationship. It’s just like completely, brutally honest. It’s also kind of funny. It’s got a comedic edge to it.”9

Luckily, the person the song is allegedly about – Swift’s freshman-year boyfriend, Jordan, who later went on to marry a fellow classmate named Chelsea – also saw the humour in it. Chelsea said years later, “[Jordan] was like, ‘I’m not a redneck! She makes me look like some redneck!’ But other than that, we just thought it was kind of funny.”10

“Picture to Burn” was another crossover hit, reaching No. 3 on Billboard’s Hot Country Songs chart and No. 28 on the Billboard Hot 100. But in a case of cooler heads prevailing, Swift later changed a lyric in the song that could be construed as homophobic. “[‘Picture to Burn’ is] talking about how ‘I hate your truck’, and ‘I hate that you ignored me’, ‘I hate you’,” she explained. “Now, the way that I would say that and the way that I would feel that kind of pain is a lot different.”11
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On Thanksgiving Day 2006, Swift sang the National Anthem at the Detroit Lions-Miami Dolphins NFL football game.





Teardrops on My Guitar

{   SINGLE   }

Released: February 20, 2007 (country single) / November 9, 2007 (pop single) / October 24, 2006 (album)

Writers: Taylor Swift, Liz Rose

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Versions: Acoustic, Pop Version, Joe Bermudez Radio Mix, Cahill Extended, Cahill Radio Mix, International Version, Radio Single Version, iTunes Live From SoHo

In her earliest songs, Swift didn’t always obscure who she was talking about; in fact, she often used real names. Take the heartbroken ballad “Teardrops on My Guitar”, which references a guy named Drew who says he’s deeply in love with someone.

Much to Swift’s chagrin, however, this person is not her – even though she’s completely head over heels for him. Although she puts on a brave face, this unrequited love eats away at her and explains her hidden tears. Musically, “Teardrops on My Guitar” conveys her desperate sadness in the form of anguished pedal steel, subdued banjo and solemn acoustic and electric guitars. Swift’s vocal performance is just as restrained but there’s clearly emotion lurking just below the surface, as if she’s fighting to hold back those tears.

After Swift released the song – which became a massive hit, including peaking at No. 13 on the Billboard Hot 100 – Drew randomly (and unexpectedly) showed up at her house. They hadn’t talked in two and a half years, so Swift wasn’t exactly sure why he was there, although she had her suspicions. “Maybe he was trying to prove to people that the song really is about him or whatever,” she said. “Or maybe he was really trying to be friends. Or maybe he thought I was still pining away from him. Whatever!”12
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New York City welcomed Swift to town for a performance on NBC’s Today Show in 2009.





A Place In This World

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writers: Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Version: iTunes Live From SoHo

Being a teenager is a confusing and lonely time, especially if you’re also trying to launch a professional music career. That comes through clearly on “A Place In This World,” an angst-filled song that draws inspiration from country and 90s alt-rock. Swift wrote the tune at age 13, when she was new to Nashville and determined to discover where she belonged. “It was tough trying to find out how I was going to get where I wanted to go,” she later said. “I knew where I wanted to be, but I just didn’t know how to get there.”13 In the end, “A Place In This World” doesn’t have any answers to these big questions – and in the lyrics, Swift also acknowledges that she’ll make mistakes along the way. However, the song is convinced that the right path forward will eventually become clear. Several years later, Swift happily confirmed her suspicion was correct. “I’m really happy this is on the album,” she said, “because I feel like I finally figured it out.”14



Cold As You

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writers: Liz Rose, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Swift once said that her favourite song on her debut album – at least going by the lyrics – was the melancholy piano ballad “Cold As You”. More specifically, she praised the tune’s pointed hook, which tells someone off for their emotional chill: “I love a line in a song where afterward you’re just like… burn.”15 As might be expected, the rest of “Cold As You” is just as direct: lonely fiddle weaves in and out of the music as the narrator details exactly when she realizes her ex didn’t care about her – and admits she feels foolish that she spent so much effort caring about him. “It’s about that moment where you realize someone isn’t at all who you thought they were,” she said, “and that you’ve been trying to make excuses for someone who doesn’t deserve them.”16 Swift turns in one of her most country-sounding vocal performances – and her sorrowful delivery suits the song to a T.



The Outside

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writer: Taylor Swift

Producers: Nathan Chapman, Robert Ellis Orrall

Today, it’s difficult to think of Swift as anything but massively popular and widely beloved. However, the bittersweet “The Outside” depicts a more painful time in her life, when she was “a complete outcast at school” who felt excluded in social situations; among other things, Swift had vastly different priorities and ambitions than her peers, which made her stand out from the crowd. “I was taller, and sang country music at karaoke bars and festivals on weekends while other girls went to sleepovers,” she recalled.17 Written when she was 12 years old, “The Outside” reflects her sadness at being ostracized, including with a chorus full of moping-around sentiments and country-rock riffs with a bittersweet tone. “Every person comes to a point in their life when you have a long string of bad days,” she said. “You can choose to let it drag you down, or you can find ways to rise above it. I came to the conclusion that even though people hadn’t always been there for me, music had.”18



Tied Together With a Smile

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writers: Liz Rose, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

One of the saddest songs on the album, the introspective country ballad “Tied Together With a Smile” is about a friend of Swift’s who outwardly seemed to have it all together. “[She was] this beauty queen, pageant princess – a gorgeous, popular girl in high school,” Swift said. “Every guy wanted to be with her, every girl wanted to be her.”19 In private, however, she had secretly been living with an eating disorder. Swift’s lyrics aren’t explicit about this aspect of her friend’s life, but they are empathetic towards her pal’s tough times. It’s clear this friend wants desperately to be loved (and isn’t being treated well by prospective suitors) and only sees her physical flaws. Yet she attempts to hide all these disappointments and insecurities by putting on a happy face – and while that façade worked for a while, her smile is no longer enough to stop the rest of her life unravelling.



Stay Beautiful

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writers: Liz Rose, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Swift’s songs are so detailed, people often assume that she’s written them about her own experiences. And while that’s true in many cases – it’s not true for all her tunes. Take the laid-back folk-country tune “Stay Beautiful”, a sweet song that imagines an ideal romance with a boy named Cory. “After hearing my songs, a lot of people ask me, ‘How many boyfriends have you had?’ ” Swift said. “And I always tell them that more of my songs come from observation than actual experience. In other words, you don’t have to date someone to write a song about them.”20

Indeed, “Stay Beautiful” isn’t drawn from her own dating experience, but is based on her own longing for someone from afar. “This song is about a guy I thought was cute, and never really talked to him much,” she said. “But something about him inspired this song, just watching him.”21 Fittingly, the bridge reveals that what Swift is describing is a daydream, which makes the well-wishes in the chorus that much more poignant.


[image: ]

Swift joined a cavalcade of country music stars at the 2007 CMA Music Festival.





Should’ve Said No

{   SINGLE   }

Released: October 24, 2006 (album) / May 19, 2008 (single)

Writer: Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Versions: Alternate Mix, International Mix, iTunes Live From SoHo

‘‘Should’ve Said No” was a “completely last-minute” addition to her debut album, Swift told Rolling Stone – urgency she explained by noting that the song addressed “something really, really dramatic and crazy happening to me, and me needing to address it in the form of music.”22 This was no exaggeration: Swift had discovered that the boy she was dating at the time cheated on her – and in a 20-minute burst of anger and inspiration, she poured her heart and soul into a song telling him exactly why he made a huge mistake. Unsurprisingly, the lyrics are an awe-inspiring display of righteous fury directed squarely at the cheater. Swift castigates his behaviour, lays on a first-class guilt trip, and makes it clear that their relationship is over. Her vocals also possess a rather forceful edge, as if she’s imagining herself yelling the lyrics at him, to go along with vivacious music brimming with lively fiddle and banjo. In the end, “Should’ve Said No” ends up as “more of a moral statement,” she said. “It’s an ‘I love you, we were awesome and great together, but you messed this up and I would still be with you’ kinda thing.”23 Her revenge was sweet: “Should’ve Said No” reached No. 1 on Billboard’s Hot Country Songs chart and No. 33 on the Hot 100.



Mary’s Song (Oh My My My)

{   ALBUM TRACK   }

Released: October 24, 2006

Writers: Brian Maher, Liz Rose, Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Version: iTunes Live From SoHo

If Swift ever decided to switch careers, she would probably be a dynamite fiction writer. Even as a teenager, she had a gift for creating rich characters with vibrant backstories. Take “Mary’s Song (Oh My My My)”, which was inspired by the adorable older couple who lived next door to the Swifts. “They’d been married forever and they came over one night for dinner, and were just so cute,” she recalled. “They were talking about how they fell in love and got married, and how they met when they were just little kids.”24 From that origin story, she crafted a mandolin-swirled tune that doubled as a gentle bedtime story about the couple’s long, happy life together. Swift’s eye for detail shines through as she describes them first as children climbing trees in the backyard, who then grew into teenagers riding around together in a truck and, eventually, a couple whose wedding drew a supportive crowd. Fittingly, “Mary’s Song (Oh My My My)” ends with the couple in the present day, in their eighties but still deeply in love with each other. “I thought it was so sweet, because you can go to the grocery store and read the tabloids, and see who’s breaking up and cheating on each other,” Swift said. “But it was really comforting to know that all I had to do was go home and look next door to see a perfect example of forever.”25
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At the 2007 CMT Music Awards, Swift wonBreakthrough Video of the Year for “Tim McGraw.”





Our Song

{   SINGLE   }

Released: September 10, 2007 (single) / October 24, 2006 (album)

Writer: Taylor Swift

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Alternate Versions: International Version, Pop/Rock Remix, Radio Single Version, iTunes Live From SoHo

Written in fifteen minutes for Swift’s ninth-grade talent show, the twangy “Our Song” was meant to have a lively beat; accordingly, it features spunky fiddle and a strutting tempo. The tune is also an excellent example of Swift’s almost supernatural ability to envision what she’d like a finished song to sound like. “When I write songs, I hear the entire production in my head,” she explains. “I even heard the banjo rolls. People have said it’s kind of weird, but it’s the only way I know how to write.”26

Lyrically, “Our Song” is just as upbeat, as it describes a couple who happens to be writing their own “song” based on the most delightful moments in their blooming romance. “I like to write about how music affects people, and this was fun to write because it’s about a couple who doesn’t have a song,” Swift said.27 Talk about burying the lede: the couple happened to be Swift and a boy she was dating at the time – and so technically she wrote “Our Song” for herself.

The tune ended up making a big splash with Swift’s classmates. “Months later, people would come up to me, and they’re like, ‘I loved that song that you played, “Our Song”,’ ” she said. “And then they’d start singing lines of it back to me. And they’d only heard it once, so I thought, ‘There must be something here!’ ”28 Swift wasn’t wrong: “Our Song” was her first No. 1 on the Hot Country Songs chart, and it spent six weeks at the top of the chart.
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In April 2007, Swift sang the National Anthem before the Los Angeles Dodgers played the Colorado Rockies on opening day at Dodger Stadium.





Beautiful Eyes

{   BEAUTIFUL EYES EP   }

Released: July 15, 2008

Writer: Taylor Swift

Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall

Written when she was just 13 years old, “Beautiful Eyes” is a heartfelt, midtempo country song about finding a deep connection with someone via loving gazes that take your breath away. “Beautiful Eyes” ended up being the title track of a 2008 EP released to give fans something to enjoy until Swift released Fearless later that same year. “I’m only letting my record company make a small amount of these,” she said at the time. “The last thing I want any of you to think is that we are putting out too many releases. I’m not going to be doing a bunch of promotion for it, because I don’t want there to be confusion about whether it’s the second album or not. I’ve gotten so many emails from people asking for new songs, and I thought this might [tide] them over till the new album comes out in the fall.”29



I Heart?

{   PROMOTIONAL SINGLE / BEAUTIFUL EYES EP   }

Released: June 23, 2008 (promotional single) / July 15, 2008 (EP)

Writer: Taylor Swift

Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall

Another song Swift wrote at age 13, the optimistic “I Heart?” is rather cheery for being a song about a breakup. She plays off uncertainty about a recent relationship – the title phrase is scribbled in marker on her hand, as if she was ready at a moment’s notice to question her ex – by noting she’s bruised (but not broken) by love. As the song progresses, Swift employs some clever wordplay, noting she finally accepted the breakup after realizing how badly her ex treated her – and then using the same language to observe that one day he’ll also understand that their breakup is absolutely final. Before appearing on the Beautiful Eyes EP, “I Heart?” appeared on a 2004 demo album (along with “Your Face” and “The Outside”) and was also a bonus track on the deluxe version of Swift’s debut album.
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Swift performs at the 2007 Academy of Country Music New Artists’ Party for a Cause benefit event.





I’m Only Me When I’m With You

{   BONUS TRACK   } TAYLOR SWIFT (DELUXE EDITION)

Released: November 6, 2007

Writers: Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia, Taylor Swift

Producers: Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia

If there was any doubt that Swift knew exactly what she wanted from her music career from day one, look no further than the writing session for “I’m Only Me When I’m With You”, which took place when she was 13 years old. Swift was in a room with two seasoned songwriters, Robert Ellis Orrall and Angelo Petraglia, but she more than held her own.

‘‘She said, ‘I want to write something like Avril Lavigne but country,’ ” Orrall recalled years later.30 Although those two inspirations might seem incongruous, “I’m Only Me When I’m With You” completely nails that vibe, what with its spring-loaded beats, whirling-dervish fiddle and driving tempo. Orrall also “produced [the song] very lightly,” with tasteful pedal steel, because he “wanted to keep it country”.31

Swift also steered the wordsmithing part of the session. “We got stuck on a line somewhere, and Angelo hadn’t thrown out any lyrics yet,” Orrall recalled. “He threw out these two lines … and she looked at him and said, ‘I don’t know; that’s kind of trite.’ … And she said, ‘I’m not sure my demographic would say something like that.’ ”32

The finished song does indeed feel true to who Swift was as a songwriter. She describes the bliss of being around someone who understands you – the kind of person with whom you enjoy comfortable silence (and listening to crickets outside at night!), and who makes you feel safe enough to share insecurities and secrets. And while this person occasionally knows how to push her buttons, she’d still rather be with them instead of anyone else.

Swift recorded “I’m Only Me When I’m With You” a month or so after she turned 14 years old33, during the brief period when she was signed to RCA Records. Incredibly enough, however, the label wasn’t fond of the song in its current form. “[When I gave them the song] they went, ‘It’s too pop, I don’t think people will go for that,’ ” Orrall recalled. “And I’m like ‘Noo – it’s perfect.’ ” RCA’s loss was everyone else’s gain, however: “I’m Only Me When I’m With You” ended up as a bonus track on Swift’s debut album as is, no remixing required. “They never owned it,” Orrall said. “We just took it back and it ended up on the first record, without being even remixed. It was exactly what I slid across the desk to the A&R folks at RCA.”
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Swift arrives at the Academy of Country Music Awards in Las Vegas on May 23, 2006.





Invisible

{   BONUS TRACK   } TAYLOR SWIFT (DELUXE EDITION)

Released: November 6, 2007

Writers: Robert Ellis Orrall, Taylor Swift

Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall

Growing up, Swift and her family spent summers at the Jersey Shore. She later recalled a serene time full of harmless, idle fun – peering through binoculars at the bird sanctuary across the street, tossing water balloons at boats during an annual parade, and writing a novel.

‘‘Iwas allowed to be kind of weird and quirky and imaginative as a kid, and that was my favorite part of living [there],” she said.34 The Jersey Shore also inspired the budding songwriter to scribble several songs, including a demo called “Smokey Black Nights” and the debut album bonus track “Invisible”. She based the aching, fiddle-dominated ballad on the son of her parents’ friends. “They were always at my house and their son was my age, and he would always tell me about other girls he liked,” she recalled. “I felt, well, invisible. Obviously.”35 As with “Teardrops on My Guitar”, the narrator of “Invisible” wishes her crush would see and know her, not some other girl. The lyrics use unsparing language to capture the longing and isolation that comes with feeling overlooked. “As human beings, all we really want is a connection with someone else,” Swift said. “And I think that music is that ultimate connection.”36
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In 2007, Swift was an opening act for Brad Paisley’s Bonfires & Amplifiers Tour, including on May 11, 2007, in Bonner Springs, Kansas.





A Perfectly Good Heart

{   BONUS TRACK   } TAYLOR SWIFT (DELUXE EDITION)

Released: November 6, 2007

Writers: Brett James, Taylor Swift, Troy Verges

Producers: Brett James, Troy Verges

A classic cry-in-your-bedroom breakup song, “A Perfectly Good Heart” was cowritten with (and coproduced by) hitmakers Brett James and Troy Verges. Together, the men wrote country chart-topping tunes for Martina McBride (“Blessed”) and Jessica Andrews (“Who I Am”); separately, they also experienced great success.
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A homecoming for one-time Wyomissing, Pennsylvania, resident Swift, singing the National Anthem before a Reading Phillies baseball game.



James cowrote “Cowboy Casanova” and the Grammy-winning “Jesus, Take the Wheel” – both popularized by Carrie Underwood – as well as a hit for Kenny Chesney, while Verges cowrote Hunter Hayes’ massive hit “Wanted” and earned an Oscar nomination for “Coming Home”, a song performed by Gwyneth Paltrow.

Given their pedigree, it’s no surprise that “A Perfectly Good Heart” is note-perfect country-pop distinguished by an unfussy arrangement that centers Swift’s lovelorn vocals. Her dismay over having her heart broken is deeply relatable – and no doubt explains why the tune eventually made it to the deluxe edition of her debut album.

“My fans are just like me,” Swift said. “We’re really similar people. I feel like if there’s a song that I feel like needs to be on the record, I feel like they might agree with me.”37 Although Swift admits this might be an “unfair assumption”, she adds that she is extremely grateful to have fans who share her “musical taste” and “get where I’m coming from. That’s a really nice place to be, where you feel like there’s a large group of people who get it”.38



Holiday EP

{   SOUNDS OF THE SEASON: THE TAYLOR SWIFT HOLIDAY COLLECTION   } (ALSO KNOWN AS THE TAYLOR SWIFT HOLIDAY COLLECTION)

Released: October 14, 2007

Writers: Various

Producer: Nathan Chapman

Taylor Swift loves Christmas. That was perhaps inevitable; after all, she was born on December 13. “I wish it was all year round, just like for the feeling that everybody has,” she once said. “Everybody’s buying gifts for each other and there’s sort of a feeling about it.”39 However, Swift especially appreciates that it’s a season for giving presents and spreading good cheer. “My number one excitement factor with Christmas is watching my family open up gifts,” Swift has said. “I love searching for the perfect gift – and the perfect wrapping paper – for each person in my life.”40

Back in 2007, she found the ideal gift for her fans: a six-song holiday EP called Sounds of the Season: The Taylor Swift Holiday Collection. (Subsequent reissues had the same track list but a new name, The Taylor Swift Holiday Collection.) Released initially when she was still a new artist, the EP is anchored by country-leaning covers of Christmas classics – led by the easygoing twang of her take on Wham!’s “Last Christmas”; a nostalgia-infused “White Christmas” buoyed by fiddle and mandolin; and a lighthearted, twirling version of “Santa Baby”. Swift also did a different vocal arrangement of “Silent Night” that features a lovely, wistful melody.

However, Swift noted that she didn’t only want to do covers. “When we went in to decide we’re gonna do a Christmas album I was like, ‘Well, there’s got to be something really original and different about it, or else there’s no use doing it,’ ” she said.41 Appropriately enough, one of her two original tunes is called “Christmas Must Be Something More”. Perhaps the most overtly religious song in her catalogue, it points out that the birth of Jesus is the reason for the season.

Co-written with Liz Rose and Nathan Chapman, the other original song, an acoustic-leaning “Christmases When You Were Mine”, is a “different spin on a Christmas song,” Swift said – one where the holiday dredges up memories about a past relationship and longs for what might have been. “My favorite kind of thing to write about is, you know, heartbreak or something like that,” she said. “And a lot of times in the holidays you’re reminiscing about holidays past, maybe with people you’re not around anymore.”42 Upon a 2009 reissue, The Taylor Swift Holiday Collection reached No. 20 on the Billboard Top 200 – and eventually spent two weeks at No. 1 on the magazine’s Top Holiday Albums chart in early 2010.


[image: ]

Swift brought an abundance of holiday cheer to the 75th Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree Lighting Ceremony.
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