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Foreword

[image: ]
Sir Jonathan Bate

Regents Professor of Literature, Arizona State University
Senior Research Fellow, Oxford University

THE STADIUM FILLS. THE ANTICIPATION AND EXCITEMENT ARE PALPABLE. AT last, the performer takes to the stage, greeted by thunderous applause. They will sing, perhaps solo, perhaps with a backing chorus. There will be dancing.

This is the origin of lyric poetry in the West over 2,500 years ago. As an integral part of the Olympic Games and other Panhellenic festivals, a celebrated composer of verse, such as Pindar or Bacchylides, would give a performance to remember. They would sing, with dance accompaniment, of heroes, of victors and victims, in a form known as the ode.

Poetry and song have always been associated. The plays of Shakespeare are punctuated with musical interludes—“In delay there lies no plenty, / Then come kiss me sweet and twenty: / Youth’s a stuff will not endure.” William Blake sang his lyrics—“Jerusalem” and “The Tyger.” Poetry intended for the page again and again invokes the spirit of music, as when John Keats writes an ode to the song of the nightingale or T. S. Eliot peppers The Waste Land with quotations from Richard Wagner’s epic music drama The Ring of the Nibelungen.

But can a mere songwriter, who does not intend to publish their lyrics, be called a poet? Of course they can. Poetry emerged out of the oral tradition and always returns to the rhythmic voice. Eyebrows were raised when Bob Dylan won the Nobel Prize for Literature, but the ingenuity and durability of his lyrics deserved it: “The times they are a’changin’.” Dylan always began with interesting words and then found the music to go with them. With the Beatles, it was usually the opposite. In his book The Lyrics, Paul McCartney recalled that only once did the words come first: Even a ballad with such a strong narrative as “Eleanor Rigby” grew from a chord, not a story.

In this regard, Taylor Swift is more Dylan than McCartney. She has been writing poetry since she was a teenager. Her inspiration nearly always comes from a verbal idea. She writes out the words then creates the music, often with assistance from a collaborator. The poem, it may be said, precedes the song. In 2022, on accepting the Songwriter-Artist of the Decade award in Nashville, she spoke of her compositional method: In her mind, she said, the lyrics of each song belonged to one of three categories or, to use the literary term, genres. She gave them affectionate names, the Quill, the Fountain Pen, and the Glitter Gel Pen. She went on to explain that she doesn’t actually have a quill, though she joked that she did own one until she broke it in a fit of madness.

The “Quill” songs are those in which “the words and phrasings are antiquated, if I was inspired to write it after reading Charlotte Brontë or after watching a movie where everyone is wearing poet shirts and corsets. If my lyrics sound like a letter written by Emily Dickinson’s great-grandmother while sewing a lace curtain, that’s me writing in the Quill genre.” The example she cited was “Ivy” from evermore, with its image of how “in from the snow, your touch brought forth an incandescent glow.”

“Fountain Pen” songs are those with the most characteristic Swift lyrics:


A modern storyline or references, with a poetic twist. Taking a common phrase and flipping its meaning. Trying to paint a vivid picture of a situation, down to the chipped paint on the door frame and the incense dust on the vinyl shelf. Placing yourself and whoever is listening right there in the room where it all happened. The love, the loss, everything.



For this style, the exemplar is “All Too Well,” with its memory of “dancing round the kitchen in the refrigerator light.”

As for “Glitter Gel Pen” songs, they are “frivolous, carefree, bouncy.” Their lyrics “don’t care if you don’t take them seriously because they don’t take themselves seriously.” They’re like the effusive “drunk girl at the party.” They are a necessary periodic antidote to the trauma of the contemporary world. The kind of song, that is, where you can dance and just shake off any thought of seriousness.

In this self-analysis, we see many of the tools that will be familiar to the dozens of contemporary poets who have contributed to this volume: the art of allusion as an act of homage to the words of previous poets (in Swift’s case, preeminently Emily Dickinson). The revivification of a cliché: “Taking a common phrase and flipping its meaning” is a twist on the eighteenth-century English poet Alexander Pope’s definition of good writing as “what oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed.” The animation of those moments of emotional intensity we have all experienced: “Placing yourself and whoever is listening right there in the room where it all happened” is again in the spirit of Pope, who in his “Essay on Criticism” went on to describe successful poetry as “something, whose truth convinced at sight we find, / That gives us back the image of our mind.”

Taylor Swift crossed over from country artist to everywoman when she gave every teenage girl the image of their mind in the bittersweet songs of Fearless. To quote Pope just one more time, he wrote that poetry is a revelation of “wit’s wild dancing light,” which is as good a description as may be imagined of such witty riffs as “She wears high heels, I wear sneakers / She’s cheer captain, and I’m on the bleachers” (“You Belong with Me”). William Empson, the twentieth century’s most brilliant reader of the intricacies of lyric poetry, highlighted ambiguity—double meaning—as a key poetic device. And that is what we find in this seemingly simple couplet: The persona voicing the song is “on the bleachers” both literally (merely a spectator of the ballgame, while her pretty rival shakes her poms-poms on the cheer team) and metaphorically (she has, for now, been consigned to the margins of the boy’s world).

Poetic devices run seamlessly through all the eras of Swift’s oeuvre, but it was in the lockdown albums folklore and evermore that her lyric voice blossomed into a new maturity and depth that broadened her intergenerational appeal (the lowercase titles are perhaps a nod to e. e. cummings). Literary allusion was a signal of this. “The Lakes” explicitly acknowledges a debt to the British Romantic tradition, in which the “Lake Poet” William Wordsworth was the leading figure, inaugurating a new kind of poetry as self-expression: “Take me to the Lakes where all the poets went to die. . . . Those Windermere peaks look like a perfect place to cry.” The verse ends with a moment of neat wordplay: “my words worth.” Anyone who finds worth in the words of Wordsworth and shares his sense of the positive emotional valence of the mountains around Windermere in the English Lake District is a true lover of poetry. Swift’s description of those of her songs that are “like confessions scribbled and sealed in an envelope” could as well be a definition of Romanticism.

“Invisible String,” one of the very best songs on folklore, reanimates the old trope of “we were always meant for each other” through a simple but memorable metaphor: Swift proposes that it is “just so pretty to think” that there is an “invisible string / Tying you to me.” This works as poetry not only because of its precision—“tying” is exactly the right verb for the idea of the lovers’ bond—but also because it pulls on an invisible string of literary precedent. Consciously or unconsciously (it doesn’t matter which), three antecedents are threaded together. Conceptually, there is seventeenth-century poet John Donne’s gorgeous image of a pair of lovers being physically apart but spiritually together in the manner of a geometer’s open compass (“A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning”). Then for the deliberately understated and gently ironic word choice “isn’t it pretty,” there is the closing dialogue of Ernest Hemingway’s great wartime love story, The Sun Also Rises:


“Oh, Jake,” Brett said, “we could have had such a damned good time together.”

“Yes,” I said. “Isn’t it pretty to think so?”



And, decisively, there is the moment when Mr. Rochester finally admits his love for Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre:


I sometimes have a queer feeling with regard to you—especially when you are near me, as now: it is as if I had a string somewhere under my left ribs, tightly and inextricably knotted to a similar string situated in the corresponding quarter of your little frame.



Jane Eyre begins with a lonely young girl, who sees herself as an outsider, sitting in a window seat reading a book. For generations, literature has been a resource for teenagers seeking solace amid heartbreak and the confusion of adolescence. Taylor Swift has become their voice.

She has always had a literary sensibility. The earliest song on her debut album is called “The Outside.” “This is one of the first songs I ever wrote, and it talks about the very reason I ever started to write songs,” she explained in an interview. “It was when I was twelve years old, and a complete outcast at school.” The song suggests that the way to deal with this sense of exclusion is to carve your own path: “I tried to take the road less traveled by.” The line is a clear allusion to a staple of American middle school English classes, Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken”:


Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



The image of the road not taken, or less traveled by, recurs in the songs “Illicit Affairs” and “’Tis the Damn Season” on those haunting albums folklore and evermore, which for millions of listeners of all ages became the soundtrack of lockdown. The road of songwriting has indeed made all the difference to Taylor Swift. By diverging from style to style, not always going down the same well-tried road in the way that so many musicians do, she has kept finding herself new audiences while retaining the loyalty of her original fans.

Swift is famous for hiding “Easter eggs” that tantalize the Swifties. One such was the date of the announcement that she was about to drop her second surprise album of 2020: December 10. That is the birthday of Emily Dickinson, one of whose best-known poems about a love triangle—a perennial Swiftian theme—ends:


I spilt the dew,

But took the morn—

I chose this single star

From out the wide night’s numbers—

Sue—forevermore!



Taylor Swift has not revealed whether this was the inspiration for the title track of evermore, but there is no doubt that some of that song’s lyrics have an extraordinarily Dickinson-like feel. “The cracks of light” and “floors of a cabin creaking under my step” evoke the slanting light and claustrophobia of the secluded nineteenth-century New England genius, who has been a muse to some other great modern songwriters, such as Paul Simon (“For Emily, whenever I may find her”). And the verse that begins with an image of addressing lovelorn correspondence “to the fire” could almost have been written by Dickinson herself.

The strength of that particular verse of the song comes not least from the way in which it only half abandons rhyme for free verse: Though most of the lines are irregular and unrhymed, there is still a rhyme on “breath” and “death”—a coupling as venerable as the art of poetry itself, which has always been a matter of expressive breath and the recognition of death, whether metaphoric (the end of an affair) or literal (that kind of poetry known as elegy, meaning the remembrance of those we have lost). The imagination has its own ways, below the level of the writer’s deliberate craftwork. It is impossible to know whether Swift’s conjunction of breath and death was conjured out of the memory of the Shakespearean play that inspired the “Love Story” of Fearless. Romeo in the final scene: “Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath.”

Another ancient form of lyric is the ballad: the poem that tells a story. Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” are the classics in the nineteenth-century Romantic tradition, while Dylan’s “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” is a modern example of astonishing power. Taylor Swift’s songs have, as yet, eschewed overt political commitment of the kind that created problems for those other crossover artists from country to mainstream, the sometime Dixie Chicks. “The Last Great American Dynasty,” her song about the heiress Rebekah Harkness, does not pack the political punch of Dylan’s indictment of racial violence in the days of segregation. It is a ballad that on the surface takes joy in eccentricity (“And in a feud with her neighbor / She stole his dog and dyed it key lime green”) and, to those in the know, exhibits self-mockery over conspicuous expenditure: “I had a marvelous time ruining everything” nods to the fact that some of Swift’s own neighbors were far from happy about her Fourth of July parties in the Rhode Island house that once belonged to Rebekah.

But beneath the surface there is indeed a message about American late capitalism. As we learn at the beginning of the song, middle-class divorcée Rebekah Semple West became one of the richest women in America not through her musical gifts (though they were by no means negligible) but because she married the heir to the Standard Oil fortune of William L. Harkness. She became a munificent philanthropist of the arts with money derived from the fossil fuels that turbocharged the economy of the twentieth century but that are now destroying the planet.

At some level, this is a ballad in which Swift confronts the paradoxes of her own wealth, which has been achieved through her musical gifts: Her philanthropy is becoming increasingly apparent, for example, by way of her donations to food banks throughout the Eras tour, but, given her global celebrity, she has little choice other than to travel by fossil-fuel-hungry private jet. For some, her immersion in the Tortured Poets Department will seem like an abnegation of political commitment. But this dilemma is in itself a mark of her esteemed status: William Wordsworth faced a similar barrage of criticism when, in the wake of the appalling violence of Robespierre’s Terror, which he witnessed personally in Paris in the 1790s, he renounced his commitment to revolution and devoted himself to a poetic art that gave lyric voice to the plain language and shared feelings of ordinary men and women. In this, he proved himself a true democrat. And that is why his poetry lives on in the second century after his death. It is too early to tell for how long the songs of Taylor Swift will endure, but there can be no doubt that her lyric art is proving itself inspirational: not just to her legion of fans but to the many poets who have eagerly accepted the invitation to contribute to this anthology of diverse tributes and refashionings.
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Introduction
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Kristie Frederick Daugherty

I AM A DEBUT-ERA SWIFTIE—I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I HEARD TAYLOR Swift’s young voice singing “Teardrops on My Guitar” from my daughter’s CD player. I have attended many of Swift’s concerts, from her debut headlining tour, Fearless, all the way through to her Nashville and Cincinnati stops of the Eras tour.

At the kickoff stop of the Fearless tour in Evansville, Indiana, I was sitting with my daughter at the end of an aisle, and at one point Swift brushed my arm as she made her way back to the stage after starting a song at the top of the stadium. While I knew then that Swift’s lyrics had staying power, I had no idea that Swift would become a singer whose words would move hundreds of millions of fans across the globe. And I certainly had no idea that her lyrics and the art form in which I write—poetry—would one day intersect to take the shape of this anthology. I like to think of the slight brush of Swift as she walked past me in Roberts Stadium on April 23, 2009, as foreshadowing of this anthology. It is pretty to think so.

In addition to being a Swiftie, I am also an ardent reader and writer of contemporary poetry. And I know—as Sir Jonathan Bate discusses in the foreword—how well Swift has trained her fans in the art of close reading. I’ll never forget the magic of sitting up high with my friend Leslie Wilhelmus on the second night of the Cincinnati Eras tour at Paycor Stadium, as sixty-five thousand Swifties sang along to every single word of a forty-six-song set. Swifties also recognize the literary devices of poetry weaving through Swift’s rich discography. Swift has taught her fans to read her lyrics carefully, attending to syntax, symbol, and sound, just as poets learn to read literature. Swifties spend countless hours discussing Swift’s songs with one another, on social media, and even in the increasingly common Taylor Swift classes—Stephanie Burt’s Harvard course “Taylor Swift and Her World” is just one example.

Swifties have a love language, and I am fluent.

So, as I watched as Taylor Swift announced her new album, The Tortured Poets Department, during the Grammys, a question popped into my mind: How might contemporary poetry grab this moment? Could poetry and poets join in conversation with Swift? As quickly as the question formed, so did an answer: an anthology in which poets would respond to Taylor Swift’s songs without quoting her lyrics. That way fans could, to quote Shakespeare, “by indirections find directions out” by close reading the poems to discover the songs behind them.

I immediately messaged the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Diane Seuss. Like Swift, Seuss is a woman who must be protected at all costs, a woman who says the words for us. I asked Seuss if she would contribute a poem to this anthology, then watched as those three dots on Messenger appeared and disappeared. A “yes” from Seuss would decide if the anthology could take off. Her message appeared: “Yes. And here is a list of people to invite. You may tell them I am contributing.”

Often in my life, Diane Seuss has been there for me, her latest volume of poetry tucked into my purse just to keep her words near. And in 2022, when I messaged Seuss directly for the first time to express my love for her poetry, she messaged right back. We spoke for more than an hour—and she generously shared her poetic wisdom.

Swift has been there for me, too, all along, in her own way—with every new album illustrating growth as a lyricist. After folklore and evermore, I did not know how Swift could possibly write another album at a higher level. But that manner of thinking does not work with Swift because her albums simply aren’t comparable. Swift doesn’t just make another album; she reinvents; she deconstructs to construct. The Tortured Poets Department shows us a songwriter in full control of her powers, one who mixes metaphors and doesn’t care. Swift embodies the famous lines by Hélène Cixous from “The Laugh of the Medusa”:


Because she arrives, vibrant, over and again, we are at the beginning of a new history, or rather a process of becoming in which several histories intersect with one another. As subject for history, woman always occurs simultaneously in several places. . . . In woman, personal history blends together with the history of all women, as well as national and world history. [Translated by Keith and Paula Cohen.]



Swift does arrive, vibrant, over and over again, dropping lines like, “Did you hear my covert narcissism / I disguise like altruism / like some kind of congressman” in a pop song, and everyone sings along while googling for definitions—it’s a real thing, how Swift increases the lexicon of her fans. She also moves brilliantly within and between the songs on her albums. Her songs talk to one another, reshape themselves, and get recontextualized as Swift reinvents herself. “Hits Different,” the last track on Midnights (The Til Dawn Edition), ends with, “Have they come to take me away?” Meanwhile, The Tortured Poets Department begins with the song “Fortnight” and the line “I was supposed to be sent away / But they forgot to come and get me.” And just like that, Swift transforms the space between Midnights and The Tortured Poets Department from silence to an audible pause, as if continuing a life libretto.

There is always a link.

This is the magic of Taylor Swift—a magic she cultivates in her fan base. Everything connects. The center does not fall apart—it orbits itself to create a new thing. Younger listeners find themselves in her earlier albums—but Swift also brings new meaning to earlier work through, for example, the “Five Stages of Grief” playlists on Apple Music and the acoustic set song mash-ups on the Eras tour. When she placed the song “Lover” on her “denial” playlist (called “I Love You, It’s Ruining My Life”), fans took to social media in shock and disbelief, wondering if it was still “okay” to have played “Lover” at their weddings. Of course it was, but that is the genius of Swift: She’s not afraid to recontextualize. She welcomes it: She has trained her fans to follow her threads. She can teach millions of people to synthesize, to analyze, to think critically. That’s the genius of Dr. Taylor Alison Swift.

The poets here give evidence for that genius. The 113 gathered here include six Pulitzer Prize winners, many Pulitzer finalists, emerging poets, Instapoets, and New York Times bestselling poets. As I sent out invitations, I kept this Swift quote close: “The worst kind of person is someone who makes someone feel bad, dumb or stupid for being excited about something.” Emboldened by Swift’s words, I let my enthusiasm run unbridled as I corresponded with the poets. I was, and remain, the awestruck, poetry-loving, Swiftie fangirl. And the poets responded in kind, with joy, curiosity, and playfulness.

That play became this book’s magic, and my own. I deeply love contemporary poetry and Taylor Swift, and this anthology combines my loves. It contains words by poets whose words have shaped me, written in direct response to the singer whose own words have, time and again, shored me up and brought me back to myself. “All Too Well” held me during a painful loss of a person; “happiness” explains exactly what I teach in every creative writing class: Emotions need not exclude, but encapsulate, one another. We must know sadness to know joy. In “seven” Swift sings, “Before I learned civility / I used to scream ferociously / Any time I wanted.” It’s a clear allusion to Whitman’s line in “Song of Myself”: “I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.” In the last song on The Tortured Poets Department, “The Manuscript,” Swift concludes, “The story isn’t mine anymore.” Just as when a poet releases a poem into the world, the poem is no longer the poet’s; it belongs to the reader.

The poems in this collection now offer themselves to you—an invitation to be moved, as well as to engage. Each poem offers a puzzle to solve, because every poet wrote in response to a specific song. As you seek a poem’s shadowing song, look closely at word choice. Poems, unlike prose, are short beings. Listen for words that allude to the lyrics of Swift’s songs. Swifties will find that while some poems easily reveal the song, others may take several readings. Some poets used individual words from the songs, without quoting lyrics for more than a word at a time. Other poets considered the theme of a song and responded with a like theme. A few did both. Either way, “Easter eggs” abound in this anthology. I even placed “Easter eggs” in the ordering of the poems. So look for how poems lead into one another. But, remember that whenever I felt it may become too obvious for Swifties, I played the villain and changed course. Most important, I ordered the book first and foremost to create an emotional arc. I had to keep Swift’s lyrics in one part of my mind and the poems in the other. It was like trying to cast—or maybe like falling under—a magic spell.

Magical, too, was my experience of being the first person to read brand-new work from these brilliant poets. The afterword in this book contains short essays from some of the poets discussing their experience of writing in response to their song. From a beautiful correspondence with Jane Hirshfield to Naomi Shihab Nye to Richard Siken and many other contributors, I echo Swift and say to my contributors, “It was enchanting to meet you.”

And to Taylor, as you have toiled in the labor of love by creating all of the invisible strings for your fans, we, with the utmost respect, offer a chance for you to decode us. We thank you for the masterful manner you place words together, and we hope that you have fun and find joy as you read these poems.

In closing, I offer one last Taylor Swift story. On the evening before I attended the second night of the Nashville Eras tour, I spoke with a woman who was there the night before. “It was life-changing,” she said. Now, I had been to Swift concerts before, and, while they were always amazing, “life-changing” seemed, even to my ears, hyperbolic. I was wrong. It was life-changing to sing in unison with seventy thousand people through all of the eras of Swift’s discography—the shared bond of Swift’s words, along with the joyous exchanging of friendship bracelets. Which brings me back to Diane Seuss. As I struggled to find the focus of this introduction, Seuss asked me, “Why do you think so many poets said yes?” When I had no ready answer, Seuss said, “I said yes because you asked me. It was enough for me to want to do it just because you wanted me to. You have brought us together.” Don’t we all want to hear that at least once in our lives: I did this for you just because you asked, just because you wanted me to? And that this anthology did bring 113 poets together in a joyous way is a testament to Swift; bringing people together through words is what she does best.

Some of you will be reading this introduction on December 3, 2024, the day this anthology hits shelves. I’ll be on my way to Vancouver to see Swift perform on December 6, plans and tickets I secured long before I had the first inkling of this anthology. Little did I know that the release of Invisible Strings: 113 Poets Respond to the Songs
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