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I’m your biggest fan, and I can’t wait to see who you become.




FOREWORD

In the words of a woman I admire very much, ‘I think it’s important that you know that I will never change, but I’ll never stay the same either.’

The subject of this book, one Taylor Alison Swift, is the most inspiring woman I know. She’s also the fastest-moving woman I know. Therefore, the content of this book, while maintaining a culturally and critically current representation of Taylor, may not cover every facet of her life to date – whether that be unexpected album drops, handsome American football players, secret collaborations, or… who knows?!

This is part of what makes it so exciting to be a Taylor Swift fan. We can always expect surprises.

Additionally, the social media landscape at the time of writing is ever-changing, including trends, platform names, tensions, and political alliances. I have tried to ensure that all references and named platforms are at the very least historically accurate to the time featured. I hope you’ll fill in the gaps for me if anything has shifted dramatically by the time this book is in your hands. Thank you for choosing to read it.
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INTRODUCTION TODAY WAS A FAIRYTALE
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This is not a book about Taylor Swift. This is a book about you. About me. About us.


This book is for the fans.



I’ve been a fan of things for as long as I can remember. But I don’t think I have ever profoundly cared about something as much as I care about Taylor Swift.

I remember exactly where I was when I first heard a Taylor Swift song. It was February 2010, and a close friend and I had gone to the cinema to celebrate her birthday. We had an annual tradition – she would pick the cheesiest romcom that we would enjoy together. We’d survived Bride Wars, 27 Dresses, He’s Just Not That Into You – by now cult classics, comfort films that don’t get made to the same (slightly problematic) standard anymore. In 2010, my dear friend’s pick was Valentine’s Day – one of those popular-at-the-time multi-plot movies, starring abundant A-listers such as Bradley Cooper, Katherine Heigl… and Taylor Swift.

I actually loved the film. As the final scenes played out satisfyingly, a song I had never heard before accompanied them. The first introductory plucks of the guitar strings and smart, sweet lyrics filled the cinema. I nudged my friend and asked, ‘What is this? Is this Taylor Swift?’

I had, of course, heard of Taylor. As a diehard pop music fan I’d gone through the cycles of being mocked endlessly for loving Girls Aloud, McFly and other artists that might appeal to young people but who rarely receive credibility beyond their fanbase or teenagers. Taylor Swift was, at the time, largely known by the world for the men she dated, not her music. I had no doubt made the same judgement as others, dismissing her as gossip fodder.

Swift starred in Valentine’s Day, art imitating life as she played a high-school beauty dating Taylor Lautner (her real-life boyfriend at the time). I was surprised by her instant likeability and her – still developing – acting skills. I had a good chance of guessing the artist performing the song that filled the cinema. And I was completely disarmed to find how much I loved it.

When I heard ‘Today Was a Fairytale’, my life changed. That is not an overstatement. Since then, Taylor Swift has been with me on my life’s journey.
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A confidante, an inspiration and an escape from reality, Taylor is more than just music to me,
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though her genius lyrics and incredible artistry is what drew me in, and sits at the centre of my continued dedication. The imbalance in our relationship doesn’t matter – I know her, and I feel that, through her artistry, she sees me. More than that, she has helped me feel seen.

After the film, I pored over Taylor’s back catalogue: in 2010, that was Speak Now, Fearless and Debut. I couldn’t believe what I had stumbled upon – a treasure trove of perfect pop country music but, more importantly, a wordsmith who it seemed could see into my soul, could articulate how I felt about experiences that had previously seemed unique to me, my life, my feelings. I have always made only one judgement upon music – if the lyricism is strong, if the songs can move me with words, count me in.

But this was more than that. This was an artist whose technically excellent music (especially looking back now, knowing she was between eighteen and twenty-one years old at the time of writing those albums) opened up my eyes, my mind and my heart.

So I became a passionate and dedicated Taylor Swift advocate, telling anyone who would listen that she was actually a lyrical genius, hugely misunderstood by the media. People needed to know that she was a talented and smart musician who wrote her own songs and played her own instruments. The injustice that she was being portrayed as little more than a ‘maneater’ was something I felt personally. Her instant relatability and brutally honest portrayal of the feelings of young women like me was something we needed in the world, something I had never known.

It might be hard reading this, to imagine that there was ever a time when Taylor Swift was not universally loved, respected and idolised. But there is a day I remember all too well. During a conversation with my colleagues I compared Taylor Swift to Adele, another blessing of a talented woman in the music industry. Her first album, 19, was released in 2008, and Adele took the UK charts by storm – heralded as a raw, incredible talent who had an unparalleled ability to express the emotions of love and heartbreak that we all felt. She did so beautifully, in the form of incredible lyrics and thoughtful balladic hits – and was instantly critically acclaimed and approved by more serious music journalists, outlets and fans.

Aha, I thought to myself – that’s exactly what Taylor Swift does! Admittedly, at this point in time, she didn’t have the same accolades or advocates in music journalism. I shared this viewpoint with my peers, and was left embarrassed. I had read the room wrong. Don’t be ridiculous, they all said. Adele is a real artist. She’s a songwriter. A genius.

So is Taylor! I cried – vindicated, excited to share, to bring my friends a new artist to love.

But I was told in no uncertain terms, for the first time and certainly not for the last time, that I was wrong: Taylor Swift is NOT the same as Adele. She’s young, she’s naive, she just dates boys and writes about them for her revenge. She’s not even that talented, and she certainly isn’t on the same level as Adele.

Now of course this is no fault of Adele’s, or my peers at that time. The perception of pop music – and particularly that of young female artists – is that the music loved by young girls was (and still is) not considered interesting or relevant to most of society. The thoughts and feelings of women are not important, and we certainly shouldn’t have to hear them document every step of their heartbreak. If this young woman insists on publicly dating all these famous, equally vapid – but rarely criticised – men, then that’s her problem. Why do we have to hear about it? What point of view did Taylor Swift have that actually mattered?
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It didn’t seem to matter that while Taylor Swift’s writing style was inspired by her life, those experiences she was having, I was having too. Discrediting her experiences was to indirectly discredit the feelings I had about mine.

So, I kept Taylor as a closely guarded secret for myself. Looking back now, perhaps this is why I held her so close to my heart. My fandom deepened into more than just liking her songs, thinking she was pretty, or marvelling over her transparency about dating A-listers such as Harry Styles, John Mayer and Jake Gyllenhaal. Taylor Swift said things in her songs that I, as a young adult, had never heard before. She put my thoughts and feelings into coherent, beautiful words. She expressed my feelings for me in a way I couldn’t. Now, in my thirties, I can honestly say that Taylor’s music has helped me process emotional responses to everything from the heartbreak of parental divorce, the pain of trying too hard and pangs of unrequited love.

Taylor, as she and I grew up in tandem, started to publicly challenge and dismiss the concept of being ‘just’ a woman. Watching her grow in confidence, cutting off suggestive interviews with reporters about her love life, helped me build my own feminism, my own burgeoning frustrations about living in a world made for men. A scene in her Netflix documentary, Miss Americana, sees Taylor apologising for talking about her personal journey with reconstructing feminism. She catches herself, and comments wryly, ‘Sorry, was I loud? In my own house that I bought, with the songs that I wrote, about my own life?’ If I ever need a personal reminder that I’m enough, or not ‘too much’, I come back to that clip.



I have always been a person with the disposition to be a fan. I had almost no friends as a child. I was deeply shy and struggled through the early stages of adolescence. I found my first sense of belonging as a teen in online chat rooms discussing Buffy The Vampire Slayer with strangers who became friends, with blinking avatars who became writing partners, and even one who became my first love. I don’t think I understood then the deep sense of belonging that being a fan can bring you, the community it can gift you through shared experiences and passions. When I find something or someone that speaks to me, I latch on. That’s just who I am.
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I moved through Buffy chatrooms into Harry Potter. Back in simpler times, when the creator of Potter was a warm voice in our minds and not a wielder of problematic messages online, I was OBSESSED. I read Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone as a young teen – what followed was years of dedicated, intricate love of everything about those books. It also led me into the world of fanfiction. I had been a wannabe author for as long as I could remember; my mum a deeply creative writer who is still often found living in the stories in her head. I followed suit, escaping into alternative versions of worlds I knew inside out.

Books had been my comfort and escape as a young, shy child living in an unhappy home. Fanfiction became another place to disappear, to reimagine a familiar world a thousand times over, and as I grew into adolescence and started experiencing my own versions of young love and lust, I could create romances between the characters I ‘shipped’ intensely. Shipping, the desire for two characters or people to be romantically linked, is a commonly featured part of being in fandom culture – a fantasy with the escapism.

As adulthood emerged, the escapism took second string. I did the things that someone growing up does. I moved out of the family home and went to university. I bagged my first job in London. I dated, I fell in love, I went out with friends, I built my career. Fandom fell away.

It is time consuming, a full-time job, to be a good fan. It takes single-minded focus and, back then, hours spent on computers blocking the phone line with dial-up internet. Now our smartphones help us consume the world instantly, with no data limit to burden us.

Life took over, but I always held my fandom close to my heart. Fandom truly helped me become who I was, and I will always be grateful that the people I knew then – and the stories and characters and worlds I loved so deeply that gave me the strength to get through hard times – helped me form into the person who found the confidence to be me.

So, how does Taylor Swift fit into my life now? Am I a Swiftie, a superfan, a stan? The answer is yes… and no. As I have moved through a career in which social media, digital platforms and fan marketing have played a prominent role, my analytical brain can see both sides of the coin. I have been lucky enough to work with celebrities and even get to know a couple of them on a deeper level. I’ve learned that all is never as it seems, and behind every household name is a person – as well as an army of staff who are there to smooth over the cracks, to unruffle the creases and to hide the disasters.

I am a fan, but I am also a critic. I have spent years fascinated by the world of celebrity, examining the depths and complexities of fan life. What do fans get from kinships with stars? When does loyalty turn to resentment?

Let’s travel together through the world of fandom: the reasons we become fans, the first fans, the minds of fans. We’ll explore parasocial relationships and stans, fan hierarchies and the wide range of fandoms that exist – even looking at some of the more niche communities that are growing bigger as algorithms make it easier to find our tribes. We’ll examine how artists such as Taylor empower their fans and followers, how celebrities sharing their experiences, politics and worlds can both inspire and isolate.

It is important as well to understand the wider world of celebrity. There are platforms that boost, build or break down the careers of some of the world’s biggest stars – gossip podcasts and blind items, superfans on TikTok, and troll sites. What about cancel culture – is it okay to hold our idols accountable? As we sit squarely in the age of Gen-Z and the new, younger Alpha generation, are the stars we choose to celebrate and the accountability we demand a step towards the end of toxic celebrities?

With cancel culture, we are starting to see the emergence of an anti-celebrity culture in some stars – frontmen like Matty Healy of The 1975 and Yungblud display an almost humorous annoyance with the notion of fame, preferring to dedicate themselves only to their art and their fans. Can our starlets of the twenty-first century sustain their fanbases, and indeed their careers, if they don’t lean into the rocky world of fan culture? On the other path, what about ‘unproblematic’ stars like Harry Styles – those who seem to soar through the tests and challenges of online fan culture. How do they do it?

And why has Taylor Swift in particular impacted us more than other stars? Taylor is the most famous she has ever been, and as a fan who has watched her rise from country-music teen hopeful to sequin-adorned idol selling out stadiums worldwide, there has never been a better time to ask how she got there – and how her fans helped. Her fans, her fame and the world Swift has built for herself and for us is the most fascinating out there today.
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CHAPTER 1 LOVE STORY The First Fans
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Let’s step back in time. Us Swifties are not the first fans. That’s right; before you and I binge-watched Easter-egg theories and hand-beaded friendship bracelets, there was already a whole world of fandom to set the scene for us.


It is human nature to love, and it is human nature to find community.
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We all love to love stuff, whether that be music, food, graphic novels or book characters. We even love love itself. There are whole fandoms based around rooting for favourite imaginary couples, or superstars who have only to be photographed together once to set our imaginations alight. More so, we love to let people know we love stuff.

That hasn’t changed in thousands of years. The difference is that now we can talk to anyone about what we love – anywhere across the world, at any time of day or night, without leaving our sofa (from one introvert to another: yay).

Fandom has been around for as long as there has been something to admire, desire or aspire to – and long before we got our iPhones. Look at the ruins of the Colosseum in Rome, still standing in awe-inspiring visibility to remind us of the revered Gladiators of 80AD and their infamous fights and showmanship. Romans would visit the looming, unbelievably stunning site in their swarms to cheer on the bloodthirsty fights of men they came to worship. It didn’t matter if that fight was against beast or fellow man – the people wanted to be entertained, and so entertainment is what they got.

There was even tiered seating in the Colosseum, mirroring the experiences of fans today who go out of their way to see stars in arenas and stadiums no matter how far away or tiny their starlet may look. The term ‘nosebleed seats’ has been around since the 1950s to describe the altitude of visitors to football stadiums – but it is possible to imagine that the Ancient Romans were also complaining about terrible views and limited seating, though possibly only to their closest mates (what did they do without Reddit?!). Today, the battle isn’t with our fellow man on a dirt floor in front of the masses – it’s via sites like Ticketmaster or anonymous forums and ‘X’ threads, all of us desperately trying to be better fans than each other.

As the ability to communicate more broadly across the globe has increased, so has the concept of fandom. Seemingly directly related to our sense of self, fandom is now a core part of celebrity culture – we simply do not exist without the things and people we love (and hate) beyond measure. In Sean Redmond’s academic text on all things fame, Celebrity, he posits that:
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‘People get their identities through both how they see themselves and how they are seen by others… stars and celebrities offer people particularly appealing identity positions that they are asked to “take up”.’



We can see why fandom is not only appealing, but consistently growing, as we search for identity in an ever-noisier world. The abundance of artists, content and material possessions has never been so saturated – and our access to the upper echelons through social media has never made it feel so intimate and engaging.

Our sense of self has been challenged in recent years by the Coronavirus pandemic. Seeking comfort online was a growing norm in the late 2010s, but being locked in our homes, experiencing an increasing and rapid fear of the outside world gave us even more rational reason to trust our phones more than our friends; to find solace on screen rather than in social settings. It’s no surprise that fandom communities are, at present, more passionate and prominent than they have ever been.

Before that, though, as with Ancient Rome, there were simpler times. The meaning of ‘fandom’ and being a fan has developed in society as organically as the notion of celebrity itself – but where did it all begin?


The power of sex, identity and controversy

Whenever a celebrity rises from bright spark to megastar we can see patterns. By being different, being fearless, and giving us something we have never seen before (but perhaps imagined or hoped to have ourselves) that bright spark creates a seed that takes root, germinates and grows… in this case into a superstar. And to have fans, we need stars.

If we are looking to public figures to help formulate our own sense of identity, then seeing that reflected back at us by the shiniest stars is an empowering and awe-inspiring concept that can foster lifelong loyalty. We want to feel like the people who have made it, and we want them to know us. After all, they were once just like us.

Back in the 1950s, Elvis Presley launched his music career in the US market, heavily inspired by African-American music. Over the next ten years, Elvis rocketed to stardom on the wave of legions of obsessed, adoring fans who were seeing something for the first time.
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Known then and now as the King, Elvis is regarded as one of the most significant figures in music of the twentieth century. How did he find his way to this position of cultural royalty? It’s unarguable that Elvis’s fanbase was, at the height of his fame, vast, dedicated, passionate – and a little bit in love. Drawn in by a unique voice, musical experimentation and a never-seen-before image – from the slicked curl in his hair to alluringly tight-fitting leather jumpsuits – Elvis gave people something to talk about, and somebody to love. His image was backed up by a long-established love of music; he was gifted his first guitar at ten years old, despite growing up in poverty. A young man from humble beginnings, Elvis went on to make hits that are still played, loved and cited as inspiration by musicians today.

The hysteria of the Elvis fanbase built as his own celebrity identity formed and grew. Nothing like it had ever been witnessed before. Seen as a white man performing and celebrating traditionally Black ideals of blues and rock music, Elvis was a risktaker and a rulebreaker. And don’t we all love a bad boy?

Fandom is about more than girls having hysterical crushes on famous men. It must be acknowledged that Elvis was set apart not only by his music, but also by his rebellious, romantic look. Possibly the first thing you think of when you imagine Elvis is him wearing an all-leather boilersuit, rocking his hips to ‘Jailhouse Rock’. Yup, Elvis was a hottie and he gave fans something to talk about beyond the music.

Elvis’s iconic and world-first 1973 Aloha From Hawaii show was the first-ever musical performance to be streamed in colour – to over forty countries and a record-breaking 1.5 billion fans. The show was viewed by more than double the number of people who watched the moon landing. Elvis was officially more famous than space.

Hot on the heels of Presley, across the pond, four young men in their late teens from Liverpool offered another classic example of how fresh, unique takes in artistry and aesthetics can catapult unknowns into timeless, historical fame. The Beatles – John, Paul, George and Ringo – remain to this day the yardstick upon which most musical records are based, led into the limelight by a legion of mostly female fans.

The Beatles’ fanbase is largely remembered and recognised to have been full of screaming young girls. As Hannah Ewan observes in her book inspired by the One Direction fandom, Fangirls, ‘Suddenly fans weren’t just part of something bigger than themselves… they were as important as the artists they loved. The words “Beatle mania” were stamped on headlines, and if you were part of this “madness”… the spotlight was on you.’ With the rise of television and aired news and concerts, The Beatles marked a first-time media focus on the fanbase. Now everyone could see the true dedication. These screaming, hysterical fans were seen as just that – out of their minds.

Eventually their fanbase widened out to people with more ‘credible’ taste in music – and so four global superstars were born. Guys, I think I’ve seen this film before…

Both The Beatles and Elvis came from modest backgrounds, working tirelessly to achieve their dreams and represent ‘real people’. For John, Paul, Ringo and George to succeed, they had to do so against the odds. They didn’t have access to money, to industry incircles – they were just like us. This ‘just like us’ philosophy has gone on to sit at the heart of many celebrity stories, as well as multi-million-pound global television franchises like Big Brother, Pop Idol and The X Factor – franchises that take everyday nobodies with a spectacular talent and ask the audience to choose their winner.

As the media played a bigger role in influencing us, it made celebrities – and their fans – more of a focus in everyday society. And so we started to see fame get bigger too.

With the rise of the press and clickbait headlines, there was more space than ever for young people to discover music, and as such, discover the artists that created it. Alongside these discoveries came more access to the private, personal lives of celebs. It also showed us how to be a fan. The media provided keen young generations with a ‘how to’, an instructional guide for budding fans to follow: if you love your artist enough, you’ll show it like these fans do. You have permission to be more hysterical, more dedicated, more fanatical than the last girl you met who loved The Beatles, or One Direction, or Taylor Swift. If these people I see on my television are standing outside hotel rooms, or sleeping outside venues to get the best spot, then so must I.

We can see these patterns mirrored and amplified in today’s fandom – where TV brought the likes of Elvis, The Beatles and David Bowie into the moving image, now we have social media to help us get to know our idols even better. We can see what they eat for breakfast, what they’re listening to, where they’re hanging out – even lyrics that hint at the street they once lived on, such as those from Taylor Swift’s much-loved ‘Cornelia Street’.

These locations can become places of worship for fans – amplified by the constant access we have, the live location updates and the ease with which we can collect fellow fans to stand together in patronage to these spots and the noteworthy moments that occured there. In 2023 fans flocked to Cornelia Street to lay flowers to mourn the end of Taylor Swift’s six-year relationship with Joe Alwyn.

It doesn’t matter that Swift hasn’t lived on Cornelia Street for years, and fans of course do not have a full insight into the relationship between her and Alwyn (only what she writes in her songs from her point of view, or glimpses from paparazzi photos, gossip pages and social media). However, the strong pull to mark, or even honour or mourn, such a monumental relationship in Swift’s life clearly moves fans enough to need to inhabit the same physical space she once did, no matter how briefly.



You’d have to be living on another planet not to have heard of or witnessed the impact of David Bowie. Bowie was revered in the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s by journalists, rock stars and young people around the world’. Bowie was also a hypnotic, powerful representative for young men, particularly the queer community, expanding his artistry into politics. Bowie was a heartthrob with great provocation, but his particular brand of stardom and sexuality was a huge statement – he was far more intentional about expressing his unique artistry and political position than other musical performers who came before him.

David Bowie was one of the first artists to showcase notions of ‘eras’ and identity, known famously to be a shapeshifter through his career. Bowie kept fans, critics and music lovers alike on their toes via his stints as characters such Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane and the Thin White Duke. Every era of Bowie’s career created more conversation, and surely made him braver and bolder. He courted fascination by leaving people wanting more and wondering what was next. Through imitation and fashion choices his fans aspired to be just like him – and whichever character he presented at each particular time.

We can see this happening today with Lady Gaga, Beyoncé and, of course, Taylor Swift.

[image: Image]


Bowie’s artistry took

inspiration from high art,

faraway continents, alien cultures and a strong creative mind.



Today, celebrities have access to astronomical budgets and high-couture designers with vast creative flair to help them form their next media-worthy look. But it still captures our imagination, our attention and tells a story that we totally buy into.



Media power, pop idols and the social network
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In the Channel 4 documentary, Crazy About One Direction, it is suggested that 1D were the first band to truly benefit from social media buzz. At the time of their formation on The X Factor, marketing teams behind the scenes had a clear strategy: the rise of ‘X’ was impacting how singers became stars. Studying the optics of each band member or solo act on the platform, weekly reports were created to help the producers at ITV, and the hitmakers at Simon Cowell’s production company SyCo, understand the levels of popularity around each live show in a way that no act had ever done before. Hashtags were charted, mentions were documented, and follower counts were watched like a hawk. ITV could present all five boys in the band on social media – with ‘X’ accounts ready to go before they reached any level of fame – and test the public interest.

Harry, Liam, Louis, Niall and Zayn all had astronomical ‘X’ followings by the time The X Factor season 7 final aired in December 2010. They also had something else – an army of teenage girls ready to fall in love with them, to go into bat for them, and to go to any measures for a chance to know them better – even to meet them.
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Crazy About One Direction shows us the most passionate examples of fandom. We see girls who are spotlighted as superfans, emotional, starry eyed and limitless. In one lengthy portion of the documentary, fans use social media to discover which hotel the band is staying in, going to all measures to meet their beloveds. ‘X’ is as responsible for the heartbreak as it is the highs: one scene portrays the girls devastated to learn that the band have tweeted that they are on their way to the next performance city – making their hunt for personal contact futile.

The show has been criticized by superfans but it is truly an uncomfortably honest look at just how far fans might go, and how much their favourite artists mean to them. The personal connection that fans felt towards One Direction was amplified by the closeness they felt through being part of
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