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Dedication

The time of my life: for Sarah (“Long Live”), Sydney (“Tim McGraw”), Allison (“Right Where You Left Me”), Charlie (“Enchanted”), Matthew (“Champagne Problems”), Jackie (“White Horse”), David (“Clean”), Maggie (“Nothing New”)




Epigraph

“Is it romantic how all my elegies eulogize me?”

—Taylor Swift, “The Lakes”
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Once Upon a Time, a Few Mistakes Ago


A Very Fast Timeline

1989

Taylor Alison Swift is born in Pennsylvania, on December 13. She grows up on a Christmas tree farm. Absurdly on brand, right from the start.

1992

Younger brother Austin is born, to mother Andrea and father Scott.

2004

The Swift family moves to just outside of Nashville, so Taylor can pursue country music. At fourteen, she signs her first professional songwriting deal, with Sony/ATV.

2005

Taylor plays a gig at Nashville’s Bluebird Cafe, singing her original tunes. The first tune she plays is called “Writing Songs About You.” She signs her first record deal, with new label Big Machine.

2006

She makes her self-titled debut album with producer Nathan Chapman, during her freshman year of high school. Writes or cowrites all eleven tracks. Her first single, “Tim McGraw,” a song she began in math class, reaches number six on the Billboard country charts, number forty on the pop chart.

2006–2007

On tour, as opening act for George Strait, Brad Paisley, Rascal Flatts, Faith Hill, and Tim McGraw. (Yes, she plays “Tim McGraw.”) Sings George Michael’s “Last Christmas” on her Holiday Collection. “Our Song” and “Teardrops on My Guitar” become pop crossover hits.

2008

Her Beautiful Eyes EP appears in March. Drops her second album, Fearless, in October. The hits include “Fifteen,” “You Belong With Me,” and “Love Story.”

2009

Her first headlining tour, for Fearless. She plays herself in Hannah Montana: The Movie, with Miley Cyrus. At the MTV Video Music Awards in September, she gets interrupted by famous rapper Kanye West, who literally takes the mic out of her hand. Beyoncé wins Video of the Year and brings Taylor onstage. She hosts Saturday Night Live in November, with her “Monologue Song.” The media talks about her boyfriends.

2010

Fearless wins the Grammy for Album of the Year. She appears in Valentine’s Day, her first time acting in a movie. She releases Speak Now, the first (and last) time she writes all the songs solo. The hits include “Mine,” “Mean,” and “Back to December.” Everybody agrees there’s no way she will ever top it. The media talks about her boyfriends.

2011

The Speak Now tour. Surprise guests join her for duets: Nicki Minaj, Usher, Hayley Williams of Paramore, T.I., Kenny Chesney, Tim McGraw. Closes the tour with James Taylor, quoting her mom to the crowd: “You were kinda named after him!” She adopts her first cat, Meredith.

2012

Taylor releases Red. The hits include “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together,” “I Knew You Were Trouble,” and “22.” Everybody agrees there’s no way she will ever top it. The media talks about her boyfriends.

2013

The Red Tour. Taylor plays the Grammy Awards doing “All Too Well.” A male country music DJ in Denver gropes her backstage, during a photo, then later sues her for talking about it. She buys a house in Rhode Island, formerly belonging to infamous heiress Rebekah Harkness.

2014

On 1989, a drastic sonic change-up, she goes for zippy synth-pop with producers like Max Martin and the up-and-comer Jack Antonoff. The hits include “Shake It Off,” “Blank Space,” and “Style.” Another cat, Olivia.

2015

The 1989 tour. Taylor battles Spotify and Apple Music over royalties for songwriters. Shows up in the gossip columns with her “Girl Squad” of friends, including Karlie Kloss, Lena Dunham, the Haim sisters, and sundry actresses and models. Taylor and then-BFF Kloss appear together on the cover of Vogue (“Inseparable, Unstoppable, Adorable”). She appears at the MTV VMAs to give the lifetime achievement award to “my friend Kanye West.”

2016

1989 wins the Grammy for Album of the Year. Taylor becomes hugely unfashionable after West releases a song attacking her. A famous reality-TV star calls her a snake on social media. Everybody agrees her reputation is ruined forever.

2017

Reputation drops in November. The single “Look What You Made Me Do” makes people expect an album of celebrity shade, but it turns out to contain nearly all love songs. The hits include “Call It What You Want,” “. . . Ready for It?,” and “Delicate.” She begins a six-year relationship with British actor Joe Alwyn.

2018

The Reputation tour, featuring gigantic snakes. Her contract with Big Machine ends, and she signs with Universal Music.

2019

Lover is released in July, with hits like “Lover,” “You Need to Calm Down,” and “The Man.” She announces the Lover Fest tour. Her Big Machine boss sells her catalog to Scooter Braun, Kanye West’s manager, with whom she has bad blood. She responds by announcing plans to rerecord her albums. Everybody assumes it’s a bluff. She stars in the big-budget Hollywood box-office bomb Cats. Another cat, Benjamin.

2020

The documentary Miss Americana debuts in January. Taylor announces a new album, with less than a day’s notice, in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic. Folklore is her biggest musical surprise yet, full of stark acoustic tales. Does the same thing in December with Evermore, saying, “We just couldn’t stop writing songs.” In November, she debuts Folklore: The Long Pond Studio Sessions, playing in an upstate New York cabin with Antonoff and the National’s Aaron Dessner.

2021

Folklore wins the Grammy for Album of the Year. Her first rerecorded album, Fearless (Taylor’s Version), arrives in May, followed in October by Red (Taylor’s Version), both blockbuster hits. Red’s “All Too Well,” in its expanded ten-minute version, becomes the longest number one hit in history.

2022

She gets an honorary doctorate from NYU and gives the commencement address, telling the graduates, “Learn to live alongside cringe.” Dr. Swift speaks at the Tribeca Film Festival, showing her “All Too Well” short film. When Midnights drops in October, Taylor has all ten songs in Billboard’s top ten. “Anti-Hero” becomes her longest-running number one hit, at eight weeks.

2023

The Eras Tour begins. In April, she announces her split with Alwyn. Gossip about her single life reaches DEFCON “Blank Space” levels. Two more number one Taylor’s Version remakes: Speak Now and 1989. “Cruel Summer,” a Lover deep cut, blows up into a number one hit, four years after it came out.

2024

Taylor invades the NFL, dating Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce. She attends the Super Bowl with Lana Del Rey. Right-wing conspiracists accuse her of a psy-ops plot, rigging NFL games to claim the New World Order. She becomes the first artist in Grammy history to win Album of the Year four times, breaking the record set by Frank Sinatra, Paul Simon, and Stevie Wonder. In April, she releases a new hit, The Tortured Poets Department.
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Prelude

Our Song Is a Slamming Screen Door

The first Taylor song that ever ruined my day was “Our Song.” That’s my origin story: the first one I heard, the one that made me a fan, the one that knocked me sideways in the middle of lunch. My ritual in the summer of 2007 was fixing a grilled cheese sandwich and watching the CW’s afternoon reruns of the Clueless sitcom and What I Like About You. They spun pop hits between episodes, but this one made me lunge in from the kitchen. “Our song is a slamming screen door”—what a chorus. I loved every detail—the banjo, the fiddle, her twang when she sings, “It’s late and your mama don’t know!” But especially that ending, when the girl picks up her guitar and writes her favorite song, i.e. the one she just sang—the music she’s been waiting her whole life to hear.

I Googled the song to see who wrote it—I loved the voice, but I was even more curious where this tune came from. It turned out the singer was also the sole songwriter—a rarity in country music at the time. It turned out the songwriter was also the singer. And—how bizarre—she was just starting out? And only sixteen? Damn. I hoped she might have another great song or two in her.

November 2011: Taylor Swift live, at Madison Square Garden in New York City. The final days of the North American leg of her Speak Now tour. My first time seeing her onstage. Since that day I first heard “Our Song,” she’s written two or three dozen of my favorite songs. She introduces herself with the words, “I was hoping it would be cool with you if I stood here and told you a few of my stories.”

By now, Taylor’s famous, not merely country-famous. A singer, songwriter, guitar hero, teller of tales, haver of feelings, actress in the flop film Valentine’s Day. I’ve raved about her in the pages of Rolling Stone. As a six-foot-five dude, I already knew I wouldn’t be standing tonight, to avoid blocking the rows behind me, but as soon as I get to my seat, I realize I can’t even sit up straight—many of the fans around me are just two or three feet tall. I didn’t realize she had this many little kids in her audience. So I scrunch down and marvel. The fans know they’re stars of the show, with their homemade costumes, their Lite Brite getups, and more glow sticks than a rave. They wear colored lightbulbs on their heads, full of cat motifs or the number 13, holding signs like “Speak Meow.” For most of them, Taylor is the first girl they’ve seen play a guitar. They’re here to see Taylor sing her life, and hear their lives get sung.

She’s already the master of every rock-star move, except the one about occasionally dialing it down a notch or two. The opening jangle of Tom Petty’s “American Girl”—her walk-on theme—triggers ear-bleeding fan hysteria like I’ve never heard. The crowd instantly hits ungodly levels of girl-shriek saturation that stays at peak jet-engine volume for the next two hours. The audience is wired to every flutter of her guitar fingers, every catch in her voice. She tells these girls, “Sometimes you need a song that says how you feel.”

And she keeps telling them—over and over—that she can see them. “I look into this audience and I see a lot of creativity,” she says. “I just remember lying in bed at night when I was a little kid, dreaming about what it might be like to be a singer and get to do what I loved. It looked cool. But it didn’t look nearly as cool as what I’m looking at right now. I guess what I’m trying to say is that you look better than a daydream!”

Nobody in the room is holding back, least of all Taylor. Who else has songs like this? The emotionally voracious rock surge of “Long Live”? The whisper-to-a-scream romance of “Enchanted”? The hot-headed pop-punk of “The Story of Us”? The hot-hearted turbulence of “Love Story”? The sinus-exploding doo-wop ache of “Last Kiss”? The defiant outcast solidarity of “Ours”? Nobody, that’s who. The archetypal Taylor Swift heroine is the shy girl trying to cop an attitude, talking tougher than she actually is, trying to fake it till she makes it. That’s why I relate. I have spent so much of my adult life putting on a brave face, acting like I had it all nailed when my insides were Jell-O. So far, I’ve mostly listened to her music by myself on headphones. But now I’m hearing her out loud, where she takes the most gauche emotions and amps them up to arena size.

The only moment that leaves me chilly is when she plays a Justin Timberlake tune, my cue to search for a men’s room that hasn’t been converted for the night. The only one I search for is so sparklingly clean, you could eat breakfast out of the sink.

Every night on this tour, she sings a local tribute song. In Louisiana she just sang Britney Spears’s “Lucky”; in DC, it was “Ghetto Supastar” in honor of Mya. She often brings up a hometown hero. In Atlanta, she duetted with T.I., who rapped “Live Your Life” while she sang the Rihanna part. Who will NYC get? None of us guessed right: Johnny Rzeznik, from the Nineties rockers the Goo Goo Dolls, repping Buffalo. They sing “Iris,” which Taylor calls “one of the greatest songs ever written.” Johnny doesn’t seem jazzed to be there, as if he isn’t sure this gig is 100 percent the right place for him. Let’s just say it: he looks kinda embarrassed. Taylor’s a lot more into doing “Iris” for these fans than he is, or they are, but she sells it with gung-ho enthusiasm. I can’t blame Johnny for his mixed feelings, but there’s something clumny sweet about this cross-generational moment, seeing him face the Taylor fans and sing, “I just want you to know who I am.”

I walk out in a joyful haze. I’ve been a music journalist for a while, gone to a million live gigs, seen all the greats. But I’ve never seen her like—that level of total commitment, total fan fervor, total connection between audience and performer. For me, it’s like my teenage punk all-ages shows where I fell in love with the chaotic slam-dance thrill of live music. But I leave the room even more excited for the future I can already see coming. I can’t stop thinking, I can’t WAIT until all these girls grow up and start bands of their own. So many kids falling in love with music as something they can be a part of. So many young fans hearing Taylor tell them that girls have stories, and these stories deserve telling. They’ll learn to play guitar. They’ll write their novels, paint their paintings, live their lives. I can’t shut up to my friends about it. Ten years from now, my favorite music will be coming from these girls. The ones who saw this show or heard these songs on the radio, heard this voice tell them, “Drop everything now.” They heard her and decided they needed to do it themselves.

As it turns out, that’s exactly what happened.
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1

Planet Taylor: Nice to Meet You, Where You Been

Nothing like Taylor Swift has ever happened before. There’s no parallel to her in history. In 2024, she’s at the peak of her fame, her cultural and commercial impact, her artistic powers, her warp-speed work pace. But she’s been at this level for eighteen years. This just never happens. Nobody’s had a run like this, getting more popular and prolific all the time, still at the top of the game. There’s nobody you can compare her to, not even the greats. The Beatles’ whole run as recording artists lasted eight years, yet at that point, she was just taking off with 1989.

There aren’t any other stories like Swift’s—the world has only one of her, which is probably all the world could take. “Hi, I’m Taylor,” she used to say on the Red Tour. “I write songs about my feelings. I’m told I have a lot of feelings.” You are told this accurately, Taylor.

In the 2020s, Taylor is a cultural obsession. She’s the messiest, most fascinating figure in pop music, a red-carpet celebrity whom supposedly everybody knows, the most public of artists, yet also the most deeply weird and mysterious. When she first showed up, she was a teenage girl out to conquer Nashville with a guitar, which she could play, and a Southern accent, which she couldn’t play at all. She became America’s sweetheart as a country singer, but then swerved into synth-pop and blew up even bigger. At this point, she’s the most massive pop sensation since Michael Jackson or the Beatles, her popularity on the rise even when it seems like there’s nowhere for her to rise to. She’s scored seven number one albums in the 2020s. A global phenomenon. An emotional agent of chaos. An activist in the cause of feminine loudness. An enabler of hyperemotional excess. A born rock star.

By now, she’s become the star who embodies pop music in all its maddening contradictions and cultural riddles. Over the years, she will keep experimenting and mutating, always rushing on to her next mistake. She’ll reign as the most divisive figure in pop culture. She will make head-spinning artistic shifts nobody expects or even wants. She’ll get a stadium full of fans to stand every night and scream, “Fuck the patriarchy!” She will make synth-disco albums and acoustic folk albums. She will decide, for strictly personal reasons, to rerecord her entire catalog, an idea anybody could tell her won’t work, except she’ll not only get away with it, she’ll make each Taylor’s Version release an event. She will get millions of people around the world to have feelings about a scarf that Maggie Gyllenhaal probably used to mop up some spilled chamomile tea in 2011.

She will be so many different Taylors, way too many, and they’ll all want the microphone all the damn time. She will make brilliant moves—or catastrophic gaffes, because that’s what rock stars do, giving us facepalm concussions. She’ll break up with country music, then get back together. She will break up with being single, then get back together. She will get judged, denounced, laughed at, condemned. (Ignored? That one’s not really in the cards.) She will have great ideas and terrible ideas. She will turn some of these terrible ideas into great songs, or vice versa. She will find the drama in any situation, no matter how trivial or ordinary it might seem. She will change how pop music is made, heard, experienced. She will bait. She will switch. She will be a terrible role model for anyone trying to lead a calm and sensible emotional life. She will jump into every feeling with the certainty that it’s the last one she’ll ever have.

In 2024, it’s a cliché to say Taylor Swift is the music industry, but it isn’t necessarily wrong. Her Eras Tour is such a blockbuster, it’s hard to place it into industry perspective—the revenue in 2023 was $1 billion, more than the next two biggest tours (Beyoncé and Bruce Springsteen) put together. In the first half of 2024, The Tortured Poets Department was not just the biggest-selling, most-streamed album, it outsold the rest of the year’s top ten combined. And five of the top ten were her albums. Every time it seems like Taylor Swift has reached the point where she can’t get any more popular, she takes another surge, to the point where even a fan has to find it mystifying. How can she keep getting bigger? How can so many people keep hearing pieces of themselves in these songs? There are countless theories to explain her success, yet they all fail. It’s not her fashion. It’s not her famous boyfriends. It’s not her elaborate personal mythology. It’s not her role modeling, or lack thereof. It can’t be reduced to fashion, trends, lyrics, image, or business sense. She’s not a phase that sensitive youth go through and then outgrow. But what is it?

Taylor’s always a songwriter before she’s anything else, even when it’s the last thing anyone wants to notice. But she’s always had a unique flair for writing songs in which people hear themselves—her music keeps crossing generational and cultural boundaries, in the most mystifying ways. She sang to her original teen fans, yet she was never willing to stop there—she wanted the world to hear these songs. You could always hear that—she’d studied her idols, learned their tricks, learned how to put her own spin on them. Even as a kid, she had a scholarly sense of music history and a brash sense of her place in it. She set out to write herself (and her audience) into the whole long, gaudy, bloody, messy, crazy story of pop music. But nobody could have predicted how far these songs would travel.

To some, Taylor is a creative genius, a cultural force, a feminist rebel crashing history with her girls-to-the-front energy, with the power to heal sick kittens. To others, she’s a selfish, scheming, sniveling bratfiend, a hypocrite whining about feminism and artists’ rights just to avenge her petty slights, shrew of all shrews, here to play the victim, slander menfolk, and serve as an all-around one-woman bitch pack symbolizing all that is foul in the sewers of human vanity. A symbol of capitalism, privilege, self-absorption, self-pity, self-indulgence. A flashbulb-chasing vixen collecting celebrity boyfriends as songwriting material. A corrupter of family values. An American idiot. An attention junkie getting up to dance at award shows, making it all about her. A robber-baron plutocrat supervising the corporate takeover of music, under the wing of Big Taylor. A spoiled princess on a throne of evil.

Taylor’s hubris, her way-too-muchness, her inability to Not Be Taylor for a microsecond—it’s a lot. It’s totally understandable that she drives people up the wall. She has never lacked for artistic confidence. She was still a teenager when she took on the story of Romeo and Juliet and decided to change the plot. (“I talked to your dad”? Romeo just stabbed Juliet’s cousin!) Even as a child, her career drive was so relentless it was scary to behold. On her first national radio interview, in 2006, the host asked, “‘I wouldn’t be where I am today without . . .’ What?” This was a softball. The moment when any rookie knows to thank her parents, for teaching her to follow her dreams. Or God, who makes all things possible. Or her fans, because she couldn’t have done it without them, you guys rule.

Taylor doesn’t hesitate. “I wouldn’t be where I am today without my guitar.”

She inspires devotion, hatred, fear, contempt, more shade than a Christmas tree farm in July. You can’t fully appreciate her without appreciating the wide range of visceral reactions she brings out in people. It’s part of what makes her Taylor—you can always start an argument about her. Many people often find Taylor infuriating and exhausting. So does Taylor Swift.

THERE’S NOTHING LIKE THE FAN COMMUNITY SHE CREATES. I went to three straight nights of the Eras Tour, and I was in the first-night parking lot about ten minutes before someone I’d never met gave me a BETTY’S CARDIGAN friendship bracelet. All three nights were tribal ritual celebrations, with the Swifties dressed to kill: so many Miss Americanas, cowgirls, mirrorballs, a NYU graduation cap and gown, an Eagles tour shirt from the Seventies. (My niece’s housemates went as a couple of Wide-Eyed Gays.) I brought extra packs of tissues, which came in handy on Sunday night, when the Fearless interlude inspired a few meltdowns in my row. When Taylor began the Evermore section with “’Tis the Damn Season,” the security guy came over and said, “You the guy with the tissues?” Another couple of fans were having tear-duct emergencies a few rows away, sobbing to me, “I really love this album!” Only at a Taylor show. The woman behind me who responded to the intro of “All Too Well” by dropping to her knees and spending the entire ten minutes sobbing in a fetal position, you are my goddamn hero.

One of the central paradoxes of Taylor Swift—and this woman is nothing BUT paradoxes—is how she writes songs about the tiniest, most secretive agonies, the kind you wouldn’t even confess to your friends, except the only way she knows how to process these moments is turning them into louder-than-life stadium scream-alongs. It is so weird to sing “My Tears Ricochet” with sixty thousand people, with Taylor swirling in a goth-priestess gown, leading a funeral procession of black-hooded mourners. The moment when Taylor gets to the almost-hidden line “when I’m screaming at the sky”—and she really does scream it at the sky—was cathartic. No matter how well you know these songs, it’s different hearing them in a crowd of blood-hungry Swifties, all here for that communal rapture, that ecstatic release, that catharsis in the dark.

At one point on Sunday night, during the Midnights finale, I heard voices and thought the security guard near me was arguing with a fan. It turned out they were just trading friendship bracelets. It was that kind of show. The Eras Tour is a journey through her past, starring all the different Taylors she’s ever been, which means all the Taylors that you’ve ever been. Taylor designs each tour to be the best night of your life. But she designed this one to be the best night of all your lives, with every era you’ve ever lived through. It’s a celebration of all the holy ground she and her audience have traveled together over the years. There’s no experience like being part of that world she creates.

For my little nieces, born in the early 2000s, Taylor was the Beatles times Motown times Bruce Springsteen times Britney times strawberry ice cream. They turned their bedroom walls into fan shrines, covered with photos, lyrics, album covers. When my sister looked at her daughters’ rooms, she said, “When I was their age it was all pictures of boys.” They devised plans for the night Taylor would babysit them; they were crushed to learn that not all teenage girls babysit. They learned guitar so they could play these songs. They taught me to read the secret codes in the lyrics. But I bombed their Taylor trivia test so abysmally—failed to spell “Wyomissing” right—that I never got the chance for a make-up.

“White Horse” was the song that my toddler niece and nephew, aged three and four, would sing to each other in my parents’ backyard. They took turns—one stood on the porch to sing, while the other listened as the audience, cheering
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