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This book is dedicated to my grandparents:

my Granny, the late Ramona Marilyn “Sissie” Perkins (June 16, 1932–June 17, 2016),

and her husband, my Granddaddy, the late Eddie J. Perkins, Sr. (May 6, 1928–August

29, 2024).

You’re alive in my head.

—Taylor Swift, “Marjorie”



Foreword
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.


