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Introduction

Taylor Swift is already the defining pop star of her generation. In time, she could become the defining pop star of any generation. Since 2006, when she released her debut single ‘Tim McGraw’, she has used her formidable songwriting ability and flair for forging a connection with millions of fans to build a lucrative and subtly disruptive career. Following the unprecedented success of the Eras Tour, which became the first tour to gross $1 billion, then the first to gross $2 billion, Swift was able, in May 2025, to purchase the master recordings of her first six albums. This gives her total control over how her music is used, licensed and distributed – and the sole right to profit from it.

Swift’s empire and personal fortune, which Bloomberg has estimated at $2.1 billion, is built on a three-dimensional jigsaw of interlocking ideas. Music and songwriting is the foundation, but she also excels at building a fan community, capitalizing on the public’s fascination with her love life, curating her public image and breaking new ground on a global scale. Swift has never been afraid to challenge industry gatekeepers like Spotify, but at the same time, industry gatekeepers seem in thrall to her. In 2024, Swift became the first artist in history to win one of music’s top prizes, the Grammy for Album of the Year, for a fourth time.

Swift’s stratospheric rise hasn’t been blemish-free. Her forays into politics have been tentative at best, while her reputation has, at times, taken a hefty dent. But along the way, she has always displayed a remarkable ability to correct her course. As she enters her third decade in the spotlight, we can all learn lessons from the way Taylor Swift conducts her life and career.

Nick Levine




01 Musical heroes

Taylor Swift has never been afraid to salute her musical heroes. As an artist with a firm grasp on how the music industry works, she often frames her career strategy in relation to her country-pop predecessors. In a 2021 TikTok, she acknowledged that she had ‘learned from the best’ – Shania Twain – in making the tricky crossover from country to pop. And as a songwriter who is constantly pushing for greatness, she’s only too happy to credit fellow composers and lyricists who have informed her technique.

Swift also loves to collaborate with artists who have inspired her – over the years, she’s duetted with such legends as Madonna, Mick Jagger and Stevie Nicks. At this point in her career, it’s highly unlikely that anyone would turn her down. But the musical heroes that Swift brings up in interviews are particularly helpful in understanding who she is as an artist and how she wants to be perceived. If Swift has any musical guilty pleasures, she’s much too savvy to reveal them to journalists.

Country icons

When she was 11 years old, Swift watched a documentary about country singer Faith Hill and had an epiphany. ‘I got it in my head that there was this magical land called Nashville where dreams come true and that’s where I needed to go,’ she told the UK’s Daily Telegraph in 2011. Hill’s 1998 signature hit, ‘This Kiss’, was a hugely formative influence because of its cross-genre appeal. ‘I think it changed the way I saw country music and music in general,’ Swift told Rolling Stone magazine in 2015. ‘Everyone loved “This Kiss”, not just country fans. Pop and rock fans loved it too. I guess you could say that theme rubbed off on me.’


I think that when you’re making your way up in the music industry, you have all these heroes and the reasons why they are your heroes. As soon as you get into the industry, your guidelines change a little bit. For me, my heroes now are great people first and great artists second.

Taylor Swift, speaking to You Sing, I Write in 2009



Swift’s early career was closely intertwined with Hill’s – clearly, she was keen to learn from an artist she looked up to. Her 2006 debut single ‘Tim McGraw’ was named after Hill’s husband, an equally popular country musician, and she opened for the couple on their Soul2Soul II Tour in 2007. Many years later, Swift told Billboard that Hill was one of her key ‘mentors in country music’, and their friendship has endured to this day. In 2024, Hill and Swift’s mother, Andrea, were spotted dancing together at an Eras Tour show in Toronto.

Swift was also heavily influenced by the Dixie Chicks, an all-female country trio who changed their name to the Chicks in 2020. Swift was ten when the trio released the single ‘Goodbye Earl’, a darkly comic song about two school friends, Mary Ann and Wanda, who team up to murder Wanda’s abusive husband. ‘Early in my life, these three women showed me that female artists can play their own instruments while also putting on a flamboyant spectacle of a live show,’ Swift told Billboard in 2019. ‘Most importantly, they showed an entire generation of girls that female rage can be a bonding experience between us all the very second we first heard [singer] Natalie Maines bellow “that Earl had to die”.’

Swift collaborated with the Chicks on ‘Soon You’ll Get Better’, a tender ballad from her 2019 album Lover, on which she sings about her parents’ experiences of battling with cancer. During her iHeartRadio Lover Album Release Party and Secret Session, Swift revealed that she asked the Chicks to appear on this deeply personal song because they were ‘such a big part of my life’ growing up.

Songwriting greats

While promoting her 2012 album Red, Swift cited Joni Mitchell’s 1971 masterpiece Blue as a major influence. ‘She wrote it about her deepest pains and most haunting demons,’ she told Rhapsody. ‘Songs like “River”, which is just about her regrets and doubts of herself – I think this album is my favourite because it explores somebody’s soul so deeply.’ Several critics have suggested that Red’s colour-themed title is an homage to Blue in itself, though Swift has never addressed it. Still, it’s easy to see why Swift might identify with Mitchell, an artist known not only for her poetic songwriting, but also for maintaining agency in a male-dominated field.

Swift has also spoken reverentially about another legendary songwriter: Beatles icon Paul McCartney. ‘I see how he’s had just this amazing career – he’s created unparalleled art,’ she told TIME magazine in 2019. ‘[But] he’s always been known to be kind to people, respectful and also really selfless as a performer.’ Framing McCartney as something of a role model feels revealing: is Swift telegraphing her own pursuit of all-timer status? Either way, she hasn’t lost her sense of perspective. When Billy Joel described Swift as ‘her generation’s Beatles’ in 2021, she told US TV’s entertainment news show Extra that the compliment ‘honestly like broke my brain’. She has yet to duet with McCartney, though they did interview one another for Rolling Stone in 2020.

Emo MVPs

Is Taylor Swift an emo? More than a little bit, actually. Though the emo uniform of jet-black hair, heavy eyeliner and monochrome pop socks isn’t quite her style, Swift’s songwriting shares an emotional intensity with this rock subgenre, which is known for its cathartic and confessional lyrics. Swift has described ‘Sugar, We’re Goin Down’, a 2005 smash by emo band Fall Out Boy, as a foundational song for her – she even covered it at a 2011 live show. ‘Their songwriting really influenced me, lyrically, maybe more than anyone else. They take a phrase and they twist it,’ she told Rolling Stone in 2019.

When Swift re-recorded her third album Speak Now in 2023, she recruited Fall Out Boy and another emo musician, Paramore’s Hayley Williams, as duet partners. Fall Out Boy feature on the pop-punk chugger ‘Electric Feels’, while Williams sings on the emo-folk ballad ‘Castles Crumbling’. Neither song appeared on the original Speak Now album, released in 2010, but they were written during the same period. ‘Since Speak Now was all about my songwriting, I decided to go to the artists who I feel influenced me most powerfully as a lyricist at that time and ask them to sing on the album,’ Swift told fans on Instagram.

Paramore also supported Swift on that year’s Eras Tour, a booking she described to Billboard as a ‘dream come true’. In the same interview, Swift said she felt a kinship with Williams’ band because they broke through at the same time as her. ‘I just remember being constantly floored and inspired by their writing, originality and artistic integrity,’ she said. However, Swift’s first collaboration with an emo artist came four years earlier, when she duetted with Panic! At the Disco singer Brendon Urie on her 2019 single ‘Me!’. During a live chat, Swift told fans that Urie had ‘always been one of my favourite performers’ and felt sure that ‘the right collab’ between them would be ‘insane’. She may not always show them, but Swift’s emo roots definitely run deep.

The condensed idea
Don’t just meet your heroes, work with them




02 Taylor Swift / Fearless

Taylor Swift was just 16 years old when she dropped her eponymous debut album and only 18 when she released Fearless, its even more accomplished follow-up. There’s a definite sense of progression between the two records – Fearless benefits from sharper pop hooks and slightly slicker production – but they still feel like companion pieces, especially within the context of Swift’s discography.

Together, they form Swift’s unofficial high-school diptych: a musical time capsule in which she harnesses the highs and lows of first love, evolving friendships and teenage alienation. Her songwriting would grow more sophisticated on albums to come, but Taylor Swift and Fearless laid the foundations for this generational talent’s stratospheric career.

Transcendent adolescence

By insisting from the start that she should write all her own material, Swift set herself apart in Nashville, where many artists are more reliant on external songwriters. In fact, with Taylor Swift, she became the first female country artist to write or co-write every song on a platinum-certified debut album. Crucially, Swift’s self-penned vignettes have a youthful authenticity that professional songwriters in their 20s and 30s would struggle to recreate. On these two albums, she channels her teenage trials and tribulations into catchy country-pop songs that sound like heightened diary entries.

On Taylor Swift’s reflective centrepiece ‘The Outside’, a song she wrote when she was 12, she sings movingly about being a high-school pariah: ‘How can I ever try to be better? Nobody ever lets me in.’ In an interview with online magazine Entertainment Weekly, Swift explained that she felt like a ‘complete outcast’ during her early adolescence because she was taller than her contemporaries and already obsessed with country music. ‘Some days I woke up not knowing if anyone was going to talk to me that day,’ she added.

Few other songs from this period are quite so desolate, but unrequited love is a recurring theme on both albums. On ‘You Belong with Me’, a standout single from Fearless, Swift conveys all the gnawing frustration of watching your crush fall for someone more popular. ‘She wears high heels, I wear sneakers,’ she sings on the pre-chorus. ‘She’s cheer captain and I’m on the bleachers.’ Swift sums up the social pecking order in a quintessential American high school so deftly that it’s hard to believe no one wrote these lyrics sooner.


Reworking Romeo and Juliet




Released in September 2008 as Fearless’ lead single, ‘Love Story’ was a landmark moment for Swift. At the time, it was her first big international hit; and to this day, it remains a cornerstone of her catalogue and her most performed song at live shows. It’s also a prime example of her flair for giving classic themes her own Swiftian spin.

Though the narrative is inspired by William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Swift ends the story with a marriage proposal rather than a double death. ‘I was really inspired by that story except for the ending,’ she told the Los Angeles Times. ‘I feel like they had such promise and they were so crazy for each other. And if that had just gone a little bit differently, it could have been the best love story ever told.’ Reframing Shakespeare to make it feel good? It’s an audacious move, but one that Swift pulls off with help from a killer key change.



The brilliant breakup song ‘Tim McGraw’, which was released as Taylor Swift’s lead single in June 2006, also exemplifies her preternatural ability to capture universal sentiments with a fresh and distinctive turn of phrase. ‘When you think Tim McGraw, I hope you think my favourite song, the one we danced to all night long,’ Swift sings nostalgically. Tellingly, she was already confident enough to name a song after one of her country heroes.

Though Taylor Swift was a multi-platinum smash that made her a major country star, Swift resisted the urge to make Fearless a meditation on her newfound fame. Even at 18, she was too smart to fall into that trap. ‘I really tried to not write songs about being on the road and sleeping in hotel rooms and the tour bus,’ she told Michigan newspaper The Oakland Press. ‘I got albums when I was younger and there would be songs about that sort of thing, and I couldn’t really relate to it. So I really try to write more about what I feel and guys and love, because that’s what fascinates me more than anything else.’

Swiftian imagery

Swift’s fascination with all things romantic is writ large on her debut album; its second single ‘Teardrops on My Guitar’ contains the almost mawkish refrain: ‘He’s the reason for the teardrops on my guitar.’ But on Fearless, her songwriting becomes a little more florid with multiple references to princes and princesses, the white horse of childhood fairytales, and Hollywood-style kissing in the rain. ‘With you, I’d dance in a storm in my best dress, fearless,’ she sings on the melodramatic title track.

On both albums, Swift positions herself as a small-town girl with big dreams: an integral part of her early image. In places, she definitely relies on a little dramatic license. When Swift sings about wanting to stay in her ‘one-horse town’ on ‘Fearless’, she probably isn’t thinking about Hendersonville, the Tennessee town her family moved to when she was 14. It’s just a 20-minute drive from downtown Nashville, where the teenage Swift grafted hard to get a foot in the door of the country music scene.


I wanted to capture these years of my life on an album while they still represented what I was going through.

Taylor Swift, discussing her debut album with the Daily Telegraph



Country’s foremost rising star

Compared to her subsequent albums, Taylor Swift and Fearless are firmly rooted in a classic country sound. Produced by Nathan Chapman, a Nashville novice whom Swift lobbied hard to work with, her debut album is speckled with traditional instrumentation: banjos, mandolins, fiddles, pedal steel and acoustic guitars. When she made Fearless two years later, Swift stepped up as Chapman’s co-producer: a major flex for an 18-year-old on her second album. Together, they gave Fearless an extra layer of pop-rock polish.

Though some critics felt these albums had more in common with pop than country, this isn’t how Swift presented herself at the time. On both Taylor Swift and Fearless, she sings with a country twang that she later phased out as her vocal technique became influenced by pop and hip-hop. Discussing Fearless with The Oakland Press, Swift opined: ‘Sound-wise, it’s the kind of songs I like to write, which are country songs, but I guess because of the subject matter and because of some of the melodies . . . they have crossover appeal.’

Certainly, country gatekeepers were happy to claim her as their own. Taylor Swift was nominated for Album of the Year at the 2008 Country Music Awards, while Fearless won this prestigious prize a year later. As she entered her early 20s, Swift was very much Nashville’s new darling.

The condensed idea
When you’re starting out, write about what you know




03 Speak Now

Taylor Swift is a high achiever in the same way that an Olympic athlete is a high achiever. She committed to a dream in childhood and made it a reality by her late teens. When she released her third studio album, Speak Now, on 25 October 2010, she was still six weeks shy of her 21st birthday, but already a seasoned professional. Each of her previous LPs – the self-titled effort Taylor Swift (2006) and Fearless (2008), had gone multi-platinum.

In the United States, Speak Now outpaced both of these by selling more than a million copies in its first week – a new milestone for a female country artist. But beyond the sales figures, Speak Now was a game-changer because it marked a pivotal moment in Swift’s musical development. For the first time, she was writing songs about her sometimes bruising experiences in the public eye. It was a post-fame album, but one that showcased her gift for spinning relatable yarns from very thorny subject matter.

Flying solo

Even though Swift wrote or co-wrote every song on her first two albums, she could not escape a sexist trope that has plagued many young female artists. Mariah Carey noted, in a 2008 interview with UK’s The Observer newspaper, that ‘the thing with women performers is unless you see them behind a piano for the first eight videos that they do, then you are not going to think of them as a songwriter if they look remotely pleasing’. Swift was acutely aware of this reductive viewpoint – and knew how to disprove it. ‘When I was 18, they were like, “She doesn’t really write those songs.” So, my third album I wrote [entirely] by myself as a reaction to that,‘ she told Rolling Stone magazine.

Because of her increasingly hectic touring schedule, working without co-writers was a matter of practicality as well as principle. ‘I’d get my best ideas at 3am in Arkansas, and I didn’t have a co-writer around, so I would just finish it,’ she told online music magazine Songwriter Universe. ‘That would happen again in New York, and then again in Boston, and that would happen again in Nashville.’ Swift’s songwriting was so fruitful during this period that when she re-recorded the album as Speak Now (Taylor’s Version) in 2023, she was able to pull six previously unreleased songs ‘from the vault’ – all composed exclusively by her, too.

Clapping back

Speak Now was the album on which Swift realized that revenge is best served in a song. The album’s third single ‘Mean’, a bluegrass bop that feels like a raised middle finger in an elegant velvet glove, is Swift’s response to a reviewer whom she felt was overstepping the mark. ‘Someday, I’ll be livin’ in a big ole city, and all you’re ever gonna be is mean,’ she sings, casting herself as a small-town girl made good – very much her image at the time.

Many fans think Swift wrote ‘Mean’ about Bob Lefsetz, a prominent critic who had often criticized her on his blog. Most notably, he claimed after her duet with Stevie Nicks at the 2010 Grammy Awards that ‘everybody knows Taylor Swift can’t sing’. Swift has never specified who the song is about, but she has confirmed that it was inspired by a single persistent naysayer. ‘There’s constructive criticism, there’s professional criticism, and then there’s just being mean,’ she told online news magazine E! News. ‘There’s one guy who just crossed the line over and over again.’ Whoever ‘Mean’ was aimed at, Swift must have gained special satisfaction when it won two trophies at the 2012 Grammy Awards – for Best Country Song and Best Country Solo Performance. That’s a pretty good result for an artist who ‘can’t sing’.


I first made Speak Now, completely self-written, between the ages of 18 and 20. The songs that came from this time in my life were marked by their brutal honesty, unfiltered diaristic confessions and wild wistfulness.

Taylor Swift, looking back at Speak Now in 2023



Leaning in

From the very start of her career, Swift wrote about love and heartbreak, but sometimes she did so in a more imaginary way. Her first really big global hit, ‘Love Story’ (2008), was a loose but incredibly infectious retelling of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet written from Juliet’s perspective. But on Speak Now, the artist established what has become a Swiftian hallmark: the breakup song that may, or may not, be about someone famous. On one level, she was simply drawing from her own lived experience – now that she was in the spotlight, so were the people she met and ended up dating.


Branching out




Swift co-produced Speak Now with Nashville musician Nathan Chapman, who also worked on her first two albums. Their third collaboration contained plenty of the country-pop Swift made her name with, but for the first time, she also explored new musical avenues. She flirted with pop-punk on the spiky ‘Better Than Revenge’, embraced dance-pop on ‘The Story of Us’ and incorporated arena-rock atmospherics on the dramatic ‘Haunted’. These slightly edgier moments hinted at Swift’s more concerted move away from country on her next two albums, Red (2012) and 1989 (2014). Like anyone approaching their 21st birthday, she was growing up and trying new things.



But on another level, Swift shrewdly realized that her love life was the subject of growing public fascination. Her masterstroke was to lean into this by writing super-catchy songs that seemed to offer clues about her romantic entanglements, but without giving too much away. Her approach would become more sophisticated and subtle on subsequent albums, but she laid the template with ‘Dear John’, Speak Now’s slow-burning ballad about an unhealthy relationship with an older man. ‘Don’t you think 19’s too young to be played by your dark, twisted games?’ she asks him rhetorically on the chorus.

Though the song’s title references the colloquial ‘Dear John’ letter – the kind sent to a man by his female lover to end their relationship – it carried another connotation to anyone with even a vague awareness of Swift’s love life. Between December 2009 and February 2010, she dated John Mayer, the soft rock musician whose relationships with famous women had made him a tabloid fixture. Swift’s song contains an eye-rolling line about ‘all the girls you’ve run dry’, which could be aimed at Mayer, or indeed any heedless lothario. More pointedly, it appears to imitate Mayer’s own musical style by incorporating bluesy guitar riffs that could almost be lifted from one of his albums. If this is a takedown, it is a layered one.

Swift has never disclosed who ‘Dear John’ is about, other than to confirm that the same relationship inspired another Speak Now song, ‘The Story of Us’, but Mayer definitely felt his ears burning. In a Rolling Stone interview published in June 2012, more than 18 months after the release of Swift’s album, he said he felt ‘really humiliated’ by ‘Dear John’ and decried it as ‘cheap songwriting’. Does this mean she hit the songwriting bull’s-eye? Either way, it pointed to a bright future where her music would not just dominate the pop charts, but also the online news cycle.

The condensed idea
Use your talent to prove your critics wrong




04 Red

Released on 22 October 2012, Red was Taylor Swift’s most intense and adventurous album yet. She was now a wealthy, well-travelled young woman in her early 20s, so her songwriting was becoming more worldly and sophisticated. She begins the wistful title track by comparing a romance to ‘driving a new Maserati down a dead-end street’. It’s quite the image, and a far cry from Swift’s preferred mode of transport on her 2006 debut: the fabled ‘white horse’ of fairytale princes.

Considered within the context of Swift’s career, Red looks a lot like a transitional album. Its confident forays into pop, rock and electronica paved the way for her 2014 masterpiece 1989, on which she swapped country for pop entirely. But this doesn’t diminish Swift’s musical achievement with Red, a tremendously evocative body of work on which she sought out new collaborators and expanded her sound. It’s a game-changer that ranks among her very best albums.


Going spare




Released on 12 November 2021, Red (Taylor’s Version) was the second in Swift’s series of re-recorded albums. It’s notable for featuring nine previously unreleased ‘from the vault’ songs – more than any other Taylor’s Version album to date. Swift was so productive during the Red era that she even gave a couple of offcuts to other artists – something she does surprisingly rarely.

The entirely self-written ‘Better Man’ was released by Nashville band Little Big Town in 2016; then, two years later, country duo Sugarland cut ‘Babe’, a ska-flecked track that Swift co-wrote with Pat Monahan of alt-rock band Train. When she released her own recordings of these songs on Red (Taylor’s Version), she turned a couple of curios into official Taylor Swift canon. These days, Swift seems to live by the credo: ‘Waste not, want not.’



A musical apprenticeship

In a way, Red’s gestation was reactionary. After proving her songwriting chops by composing 2010’s Speak Now without co-writers, Swift spent about a year writing totally solo again. When she played the results to her label boss, Scott Borchetta, he told her she was ‘done’, but Swift disagreed. In an interview with digital music service Yahoo! Music, Swift recalled telling Borchetta: ‘I just don’t think we are [done]. Because I think it’s good, but I don’t think it’s different enough. And I don’t think we’re covering enough new ground here.’

She decided to cover new ground in a typically Swiftian way: by working with new producers who could expand her skill set. Swift’s first port of call was Max Martin, the enigmatic songwriter-producer behind a stream of smashes for the Backstreet Boys, Britney Spears and Kelly Clarkson. Swift told Yahoo! Music that she harboured a longtime ‘curiosity’ for Martin’s hit-making methods and wanted to watch him at work. She also booked recording sessions with Kanye West and Jay-Z collaborator Jeff Bhasker, whose distinctive drum sounds she admired, and experienced pop-rock producer Butch Walker. Swift knew she could write country-pop hits, but she wanted to pick up tricks from other genres.

A classic breakup album

No fewer than nine producers are credited on Red, including Swift herself, but it’s kept cohesive by the subject matter. ‘I look back on this as my only true breakup album,’ Swift told Rolling Stone magazine in 2020. ‘Every other album has flickers of different things, but this is an album that I wrote specifically about pure, absolute, to the core heartbreak’.

That doesn’t mean it’s a downbeat listen – actually, plenty of Red fizzes with energy. The album’s lead single ‘We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together’ is a colossally catchy pop banger on which Swift sneaks in some snarky lyrics about a pretentious ex. ‘You would hide away and find your peace of mind,’ she sings, ‘with some indie record that’s much cooler than mine.’ She’s equally scathing on another up-tempo single, ‘I Knew You Were Trouble’, but this time towards herself. ‘So, shame on me now,’ she sings, chastising herself for entering an ill-fated relationship.

Elsewhere, Swift sings about wanting to reconnect with an ex on ‘I Almost Do’, the frustration of dating someone unreliable on ‘The Last Time’ and the dark glamour of a doomed romance on ‘Sad Beautiful Tragic’. The album’s transcendent centrepiece is definitely ‘All Too Well’, a slow-building ballad on which Swift sifts through the wreckage of a failed relationship with forensic detail. It’s such a piercing piece of songwriting that Swift recorded a special 10-minute version in 2023. This extended edit of ‘All Too Well’ even inspired an award-winning short film written and directed by Swift herself. Not all Taylor songs are created equal, and this one feels like a cornerstone in her catalogue.


All those emotions – spanning from intense love, intense frustration, jealousy, confusion, all of that – in my mind, all those emotions are red. You know, there’s nothing in between. There’s nothing beige about any of those feelings.

Taylor Swift, discussing Red in a live web chat



Swift never discloses who her songs are about, but she has confirmed that ‘most of Red’ was inspired by one particular partner. She told New York Magazine that he even called her up to give feedback. ‘He was like, “I just listened to the album, and that was a really bittersweet experience for me. It was like going through a photo album,’” Swift recalled. Judging from some of the album’s lyrics, he might not have displayed quite such maturity during their actual relationship.

The point of no return?

Swift doesn’t ditch country on Red – she made half the album with her longtime producer Nathan Chapman – but she definitely enters new musical territory. The album opens with an expansive arena-rock anthem, ‘State of Grace’, and embraces giddy dance-pop on ‘22’ and ‘Starlight’. Two duets with guitar-playing troubadours, ‘Everything Has Changed’ featuring Ed Sheeran and ‘The Last Time’ featuring Gary Lightbody, skew a little closer to folk than country. It’s a sound Swift would explore more fully on her transformative 2020 albums Folklore and Evermore.

Still, Red’s most experimental moment is definitely ‘I Knew You Were Trouble’, one of three tracks co-produced by Max Martin, on which Swift juxtaposes perky pop-rock with a dubstep drop. After discovering dubstep through Sheeran, Swift incorporated this edgy form of electronic dance music into her song to highlight the chaos in its lyrics. She knew it was a risk sonically, but when ‘I Knew You Were Trouble’ took off as a single, it strengthened her resolve to go pop on her next album.

She told Billboard a couple of years after Red came out: ‘When I did something like that, that I thought people were going to be freaked out over, and it ended up spending seven weeks at number one on the pop charts, it felt like I had tried on something new that fit really well.’ Swift was ready to stop playing around with pop and make it her new sound.

The condensed idea
When you want to develop new skills, learn from the best




05 1989

Released on 27 October 2014, Taylor Swift’s fifth studio album, 1989, is the most pivotal and beloved of her career. It was named after the year she was born because she conceived it as an artistic rebirth. After flirting with pop music on her two previous LPs, Speak Now (2010) and Red (2012), Swift was ready to leave her early country sound behind. Tellingly, the album opens with ‘Welcome to New York’, a shimmering synth-pop song about her move to the Big Apple in April 2014. In all senses, she was putting a little distance between herself and Nashville.

Swift wasn’t the first artist to pivot from country to pop. Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers scored a string of crossover hits in the 1970s and 1980s, notably their iconic duet ‘Islands in the Stream’, while Shania Twain’s blockbuster albums The Woman in Me and Come On Over made her ‘the queen of country pop’ in the 1990s. Swift acknowledged that Parton and Twain helped to pave the way for her own crossover in a 2021 TikTok video in which she shrugged off the suggestion that ‘country girls can’t go pop’.


‘I did not make a country album. I did not make any semblance of a country album.’

Taylor Swift, talking to Billboard about 1989



Swift’s music had always sat comfortably on both country and pop radio, but her sound and image were predicated on a certain kind of country authenticity. She was signed to a Nashville-based label, Big Machine, and her first two
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