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TAYLOR SWIFT: BIRTH OF A STAR AND AN EMPIRE



An Enchanted Childhood


Taylor Alison Swift was born on December 13, 1989, in West Reading, Pennsylvania. Her early years were something of a fairytale. She spent them on a Christmas tree farm overlooking a lake on the outskirts of Wyomissing, a town near Reading. Her father, Scott Kingsley Swift, was a financial advisor with Merrill Lynch, and her mother, Andrea Gardner Swift, née Finlay, was a mutual fund marketing executive. Taylor Swift lacked nothing materially and received love in abundance. Her younger brother, Austin, who she is still very close to, was born when she was two and a half.


As a child, she competed in horseback-riding competitions, but her main pastime was making up stories and singing Disney songs. She discovered a LeAnn Rimes record when she was six years old and began listening to it, over and over again. This first contact with country music was a revelation to her. She then turned to other female artists who would have a pivotal influence on her own music, which she began to create: Shania Twain, Faith Hill, and the Dixie Chicks (now known as the Chicks) were among her favorite singers for a long time. In her early teens she began performing in a theater troupe but realized that acting wasn’t as fun as moments spent with her friends in front of a karaoke microphone. So, at the age of eleven, she determined to sing in front of an audience wherever she could. For a year and a half, she performed every week in a karaoke contest at the Pat Garrett Roadhouse, an amphitheater where country music events were held. Her perseverance paid off and she won the contest’s top prize: a show opening for the Charlie Daniels Band, the Nashville singer best known for his song “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” (1979). After this exhilarating experience, Taylor Swift, more emboldened than ever, sought to perform the national anthem at any local sporting event. She even landed a contract with her favorite NBA team, the Philadelphia 76ers.


Mockery and Ostracism


With this kind of exposure, one would think that the angelic-faced preteen would be one of the most popular girls in her school. Not so: Taylor Swift struggled to fit in and was mocked by some of her classmates for her love of country music, which was not popular with her age group at the time (pop and R&B reigned supreme in the charts). This rejection had a deep impact on her. The gaze of others, the feeling of isolation, and the desire for recognition became recurring themes in her lyrics, even twenty years later. “Anything that makes you different in middle school makes you weird,” she told Rolling Stone magazine (March 5, 2009). “My friends turned into the girls who would stand in the corner and make fun of me.” Her lifeline—and object of emotional support—became a 12-string guitar, an instrument she was given by her parents. She was determined to master it even before she could play a 6-string. Holed up in her room, thinking about her classmates mocking her and telling her wouldn’t go far, she pushed her practice sessions to the point of bleeding fingers. But for her, the effort was worth it: Now she was able to play the cathartic songs she wrote when she got home, creating a personal diary set to music.


Propelled Toward Nashville


When their daughter was fourteen, Scott and Andrea Swift decided to settle permanently in Hendersonville, a suburb of Nashville, Tennessee. Their intention was to give their daughter every chance of making it big in the country music world. Taylor was already on the radar of the music industry, having been on a development contract with RCA Records since 2004. The aim of a development contract is to enable artists just starting out to hone their skills with a variety of professional songwriters. Taylor Swift began polishing her lyrics with Liz Rose, the songwriter credited on many of her early hits. Taylor Swift’s real breakthrough came when she met Scott Borchetta, a former DreamWorks Records executive who was about to launch his own label, Big Machine Records. Borchetta spotted the singer in Nashville, at the Bluebird Cafe, at a show organized, among other things, for professionals to spot young talent. Convinced that this very young girl was a real gem, he took the gamble of signing her in 2005. This decision was by far the most strategically important in Scott Borchetta’s professional life.


Taylor Swift’s first album, titled Taylor Swift, was produced by Nathan Chapman, who had already produced several of her demos. Released in October 2006, it received good reviews despite the artist’s very young age, something that can sometimes lead to a degree of mistrust in the industry. Although assisted by Liz Rose, Taylor Swift wrote the lyrics for each of the eleven tracks. The themes of these songs would follow her throughout her career: love and its vicissitudes, friendship, and the judgments of others, to which she was about to be exposed even more by putting herself in the spotlight. She built up a solid online fan base, via the various emerging social networks. On MySpace in particular, she took the time to respond sincerely and directly to every message she received. This proximity to the public won her an increasing number of new listeners, so much so that five of her singles topped the pop and country charts, keeping her album in the Billboard 200 for 157 weeks, making it the longest-lasting Billboard album of the 2000s.


A Meteoric Rise


Her next two albums, Fearless and Speak Now, released in 2008 and 2010 respectively, set the stage for her meteoric rise in the music world. The former, with its catchy melodies and storytelling accessible to an audience far beyond country music, became not only her first No. 1 on the Billboard 200 but also the most award-winning country album of all time. It earned her very first Grammy for Album of the Year 2010. Somewhat reluctantly, Taylor Swift also found herself making headlines around the world around the same time, following her performance at the 2009 MTV Video Music Awards. Onstage to collect her award for Video of the Year, she was interrupted by rapper Kayne West, who felt that the award should have gone to Beyoncé. While this episode propelled her further into the limelight, reinforcing her image as a humble, mature young artist, it was also, regrettably, the beginning of a long series of controversies that followed her for almost ten years, but from which she emerged, largely victorious and bigger and stronger for all that.


A commercial and critical success, Speak Now, which this time she wrote entirely on her own, consolidated her standing as a talented singer-songwriter, capable of producing deep, introspective lyrics despite her youth. Her writing generated a certain fascination among some observers, who were surprised that such a young girl, whom life at the time seemed not to have dented too much, was capable of conveying universal messages with such force. Red, her fourth studio album, was the final overwhelming evidence for anyone who still doubted her songwriting ability. When it was released in October 2012, it exceeded all expectations, selling over 1 million copies in its first week, an achievement all the more remarkable at a time when record sales in general were in steep decline. It was also the last of her discography to be described as country pop.


Birth of a Pop Legend


The following years of Taylor Swift’s career were a string of successes, each more resounding than the last, both commercially and critically. With the release of her fifth album, 1989 in October 2014, she embarked upon a change in artistic direction that marked her definitive move into pop. Inspired by the sounds of the 1980s, the album sent shockwaves through the music industry, cementing the singer’s status as a global superstar. Singles such as “Shake It Off,” “Blank Space,” and “Style” became instant worldwide hits. They were also songs in which she made fun of the criticism she regularly received, particularly concerning her hectic love life. And yet Taylor Swift was still perceived as a humble artist, always striving to renew herself. Her extraordinary creativity extended to organizing ever more elaborate treasure hunts for her fans, who were encouraged to decipher hidden messages and follow the clues she scattered throughout her videos, social media posts, and album inserts. Over the years, these interactions steadily strengthened the loyalty of her fans, proving her ability to transform each of her projects into a global event. In the history of music, no artist has been able to bring together a community as active and impassioned as that of Taylor Swift.


Resilience


However, 2016 marked the singer’s first—and up till now, only—difficult phase, despite the fact that everything had always gone her way. Drawn once again into a new chapter of the media-publicized conflict with Kanye West and, this time also with Kim Kardashian, the rapper’s wife at the time, she became the target of an extremely brutal viral smear campaign. The hashtag #TaylorSwiftIsOverParty made the rounds on social networks, jeopardizing her image and, by extension, her entire career. Once again she showed great strength of spirit during this dark period and managed to turn the storm into a creative inspiration: namely Reputation (2017), which remains one of her most daring and liberating albums. The resulting stadium tour broke ticket sales records and proved, if proof were still needed, that the “new Taylor” was also dominant in the global music scene.


An Artistic Renaissance


At the end of this electric phase, the artist embraced some gentler, calmer periods. First came the colorful Lover (2019), a joyful album celebrating love in all its forms. Then, in the midst of a global pandemic, she surprised the world with Folklore, and Evermore (2020), twin albums released just a few months apart, whose folk and indie sounds are relatively far removed from her previous pop productions. These intimate records, consisting of poetic stories and fictional characters, revealed a new facet of her creative genius: her ability to tell stories that are no longer just her own. With Folklore, she won the Grammy for Album of the Year 2021, making her the first woman to win the award three times. This was followed by Midnights (2022) and The Tortured Poets Department (2024), accomplished albums in which she extended her mastery of storytelling even further. In these recent productions, she seemed to have achieved what might now be called the “Taylor Swift sound.” She had been developing it for almost ten years with her friend and loyal collaborator Jack Antonoff and, more recently, with Aaron Dessner, one of the masterminds behind the rock band The National. It is a warm voice that plays brilliantly with the meaning and sound of words, a host of organic instruments and compelling melodies, often imbued with emotional intensity.


The “Eras Tour” Phenomenon


During the “Eras Tour,” a record-breaking world tour starting in 2023, the singer gave her fans the opportunity to celebrate every era of her career. During 149 extraordinary shows, veritable musical marathons lasting over three hours and featuring monumental decors and dazzling stage outfits, Taylor Swift once again demonstrated that she deserves her status as a global cultural phenomenon. In fact, the previous year, in January 2022, she was the subject of a course at New York University’s Clive Davis Institute (taught by Brittany Spanos of Rolling Stone magazine, who covered the artist’s evolution as an entrepreneur and master marketer). That same year, the university awarded Taylor Swift an honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts degree for her work and achievements.


A Transgenerational Figure


For any who might still have doubts, Taylor Swift is more than simply a prolific musician. She is an artist of rare generosity who transcends genres, generations, and borders, and whose legacy, at just thirty-six years of age, is already colossal. She has also become one of America’s most powerful spokespersons, publicly calling for votes for progressive candidates and regularly denouncing social injustice, discrimination, and patriarchy. Finally, she is one of the most fervent advocates of artists’ rights in a music industry now subject to streaming platforms and algorithms. She even re-recorded her first six albums to regain ownership of them. Taylor Swift has indeed built an empire, but a benevolent one, where power is in tune with the hope of one day living in a better society.


Notice


In view of Taylor Swift’s imposing discography, we have chosen to concentrate on the analysis of the original songs recorded in the studio, and only the discographic objects will be dealt with (the music videos, documentaries, and live films could themselves be the subject of a book in their own right). Nor will we list the many official (and unofficial) thematic playlists available on streaming, as these titles are dealt with individually in these pages. Finally, we have listed tracks appearing on various compilations or film soundtracks in the “non-album singles” section at the end of the book.


Only the most significant rankings are listed. Where not indicated, the reference ranking for Taylor Swift albums is Billboard 200.














ALBUM


Taylor Swift


Tim McGraw · Picture to Burn · Teardrops on My Guitar · A Place in This World · Cold As You · The Outside · Tied Together with a Smile · Stay Beautiful · Should’ve Said No · Mary’s Song (Oh My My My) · Our Song · I’m Only Me When I’m with You* · Invisible* · A Perfectly Good Heart* · Beautiful Eyes / I Heart? (EP)




RELEASE DATES


United States: October 24, 2006


(ref.: Big Machine Records BMR120702)


*United States reissue: March 18, 2008


(ref.: Big Machine Records BMR079102)


Best Ranking: 5


















A DEBUT ALBUM OF PRECOCIOUS MATURITY


“Hey, can we move to Nashville?” Taylor Swift asked her parents, Scott and Andrea Swift, this question when she was just ten years old. She had seen an episode of Behind the Music—the VH1 documentary series that traces the careers of musicians—about country singer Faith Hill, and since then had only one idea in mind: to move to Nashville and make her mark. Like so many others, Faith Hill managed to launch her career in the city, the cradle of country labels, artists, and festivals dedicated to the country genre. “I would watch these biographies on Faith Hill or the Dixie Chicks or Shania Twain or LeAnn Rimes, and the thing I kept hearing was that they had to go to Nashville,” recalled Taylor in a 2008 interview with Entertainment Weekly.


Going to Nashville, a Childhood Dream


While Taylor’s parents were very supportive of their daughter’s passion for music, neither of them really knew how determined she was to turn her dream of becoming a singer into reality. The following year, her mother agreed to go with her to Nashville for a few days during a school vacation, to distribute her demo—which was essentially her singing karaoke—to various record companies. According to the 2008 article in Entertainment Weekly, Taylor recalled: “I took my demo […], where I sound like a chipmunk—it’s pretty awesome—and my mom waited in the car with my little brother while I knocked on doors up and down Music Row. I would say, ‘Hi, I’m Taylor. I’m eleven; I want a record deal. Call me.’” No one called her. Taylor nevertheless remained undeterred. After realizing that simple karaoke songs would not make her stand out from the crowd, she decided to compose her own songs and play them on the guitar. At the age of twelve, she set herself the goal of learning the twelve-string guitar, even before learning how to play a six-string guitar. Her parents told her that her hands would be too small to play the twelve-string, and that was all the challenge she needed. Taylor began playing four hours a day on weekdays and six on weekends, to the point where her fingers bled and she had to protect them with tape to be able to keep practicing. Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t until a few years later that she first strummed a six-string with ease.


First Contract with RCA Records


In 2002, the year she turned twelve, in her teenage bedroom, Taylor wrote her very first song, “The Outside,” about how she always felt excluded from her peers. The following year, she reached a milestone when the country label RCA, which collaborated with Joe Galante and Renee Bell, two legendary figures in the Nashville country music industry, offered her a one-year development contract (consisting of coaching and providing resources to define and strengthen her as a musician and recording artist. Once the deal was signed, the Swift family, who had been leading a peaceful existence between their spacious main residence in Wyomissing, Pennsylvania, and their vacation villa in Stone Harbor, New Jersey, realized that the young woman’s future might well lie more than six hundred miles from home. After signing the contract with RCA, Scott and Andrea finally decided to grant their daughter’s wish. They moved to the Nashville suburb of Hendersonville, to a plush house near a lake familiar to Johnny Cash.


An Innate Talent for Songwriting


Taylor enrolled at the local Hendersonville High School. Until then, she had not had many friends, but she was better integrated in her new environment. She also took part in songwriting sessions as part of the support provided by RCA. She wrote under the supervision of many experienced Nashville composers, including Troy Verges, Brett Beavers, and the Warren Brothers. She also met songwriter and producer Liz Rose, who played a crucial role in the early years of her career. Although Liz Rose readily admits that she had little input into the lyrics Taylor shared with her, she and the young artist were a benevolent duo that ended up being formidably effective. They met every Tuesday after Taylor’s classes to co-write. By this time, Taylor was already attracting a great deal of interest from country music professionals. She was said to be remarkably mature for her age, and her ability to use language to express more than just teenage torments was impressive. Sensing that the tide was turning, Taylor decided to free herself from her agreement with RCA when her development contract came to an end in 2005. She worried she’d be stuck in the status of “artist in development” for several more years. Also, RCA wanted her to record songs composed by others, which she did not want to do. She was right to follow her instincts: In May of the same year, after she had just been released from her contract with RCA, Sony/ATV Publishing, the world’s number one music publisher, contacted her with an offer to write lyrics for some of its artists. She accepted without hesitation, becoming, at the age of fifteen, the youngest songwriter ever hired by the company. Arthur Buenahora, the former Sony/ATV executive who signed that first contract, recalls in the New Yorker that the “songs were great, but it was her, really. She was a star. She lit up the room.”


Borchetta Enters the Scene


At a showcase at Nashville’s Bluebird Cafe, Taylor caught the eye of Universal Music executive Scott Borchetta, who already had a twenty-year career under his belt. In an interview with the CBS television network, Borchetta confided that he feared that night that another producer would “catch” the young artist before he did. For her part, Taylor was delighted at the prospect of working with the most powerful label on the planet. A few weeks later, Borchetta called with both good and bad news. The good news was that he wanted to sign with her, and the bad news was that it would not be with Universal Music. The producer had already decided to leave the company and set up his own label, Big Machine Records. Taylor, who accepted the proposal, was no doubt urged on by her parents, who appreciated Borchetta’s ideas and audacity. She was also convinced that a small structure like Big Machine would be able to offer her special attention, even though, at the same time, she had to adapt to the constraints posed by the launch of any company. “[Big Machine] only had ten employees when it started out, so when they released my first single [“Tim McGraw”], my mother and I came along to help put the CDs in envelopes to send to the radio stations,” she told Entertainment Weekly in 2008. “We did all this sitting on the floor because there was no furniture in the record company offices yet.”


A Hard-Hitting Nugget


For the writing of this eponymous first album (Taylor Swift), which Big Machine Records undertook to produce, Taylor Swift surrounded herself with the presence of Liz Rose. Their joint work produced the hits “Teardrops on My Guitar,” “White Horse,” “You Belong with Me,” and, above all, “Tim McGraw,” the track that propelled Taylor permanently into the limelight, thanks in part to Scott Borchetta’s strategy of getting it on the playlists of all the country radio stations. But the success of this first single was not only due to the fact that it was a “hit as hard as gems,” to use the words of critic Rob Sheffield in Blender magazine. Taylor went to great lengths to ensure her track’s online visibility, particularly on the MySpace social network, frequented by many teenagers and young adults in search of musical discoveries. Taylor spent hours replying to all the fan messages she received and personally thanking the radio hosts who played her tracks. In the summer of 2006, “Tim McGraw” reached number six on the Hot Country Songs chart and number forty on the Hot 100. Her debut album, a collection of bittersweet ballads in which she examines the difficulties of relationships, whether in love or friendship, was a huge commercial and critical success. It remained on the Billboard 200 chart for 157 consecutive weeks.


Hidden Messages


Up until the album Reputation in 2017, Taylor slipped riddles into the booklets of her albums. Figuring them out could reveal the identity of a person, or the moral of the story. For example, from Fearless (2008) to Red (2012), the messages can be deciphered by taking the capital letters introduced in the lyrics in order. For 1989 (2014), lowercase letters were used, and the thirteen messages resulting from this decryption form a coherent whole. Taylor had found a playful way of encouraging her fans to read her songs with the utmost attention. It was also a way for her to engage her with fans in a conversation that has gone a long way toward creating and cementing the Swifties community.




FOR DISCERNING SWIFTIES


Originally, the singer wanted to call her first album A Place in This World. In the end, she decided to call it Taylor Swift.







Only a handful of artists can claim to have been noticed from their very first attempt at songwriting, and Taylor is one of them. In 2004, the Maybelline cosmetics brand asked her to contribute “The Outside” to a sponsored album showcasing young female talent. Around the same time, she composed “Christmas Must Be Something More” for a Christmas EP released exclusively for Target in 2007.


















SINGLE



TIM MCGRAW 


Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 3:52


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, electric guitar, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Liana Manis: backing vocals


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


Quad Studios and Sound Cottage (Nashville), 2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Single Releases


CD single, US, June 19, 2006—BMRTS0101


CD single and vinyl, limited edition of 4,000 hand-numbered copies, US (2019)—BMRTS0101V


Best Rankings: Hot Country: 6; Hot 100: 40


Genesis


This single was produced by Nathan Chapman, the providential one-man band and musical director of an album designed to conquer the airwaves. The song “Tim McGraw” was sketched out in around twenty minutes on the piano by the sixteen-year-old Taylor Swift, then co-written with songwriter Liz Rose. This staple of the star’s repertoire pays tribute to country songwriting couple Tim McGraw and Faith Hill, who have greatly influenced Taylor Swift’s songwriting. Written as soon as she arrived at Hendersonville High School (Tennessee) in 2004, the lyrics are dedicated to her boyfriend at the time, who was about to leave for college, and their imminent separation. Taylor hopes he will think of her when he hears her favorite song on the radio: Tim McGraw’s “Can’t Tell Me Nothin’” (from the album Live Like You Were Dying, released in 2004). When she played this song on ukulele alone in front of Scott Borchetta, CEO of Big Machine, her original label, he declared: “We’ve got your first single.”


On the radio edit version, Taylor Swift had no hesitation in changing the phrase of the last chorus, “Someday, you’ll turn your radio on,” replacing “your radio” with the name of the local radio station.


Production


Between modern and traditional country, this midtempo ballad begins with an acoustic guitar riff right in the center of the stereo field, enhanced on the right-hand side by a slide-played dobro part. The rich, brilliant sound of both instruments immediately immerses the listener in the Nashville sound of the 2000s, while the I-VI-IV-V chord progression (in this case C, A minor, F, G), reminiscent of late-1950s doo-wop (a subgenre of R’n’B), adds a nostalgic touch to the composition. At 0:13, Taylor’s voice softly makes its entrance, and the acoustic guitar follows with delicate strumming, quickly joined by a few mandolin licks that open up the stereo field on the left. At 0:38, the bass completes the spectrum, playing the tonic of the chords until the drums and the chorus, sung by Nathan Chapman himself, first enter the scene. At the start of the second verse, the snare drum finally marks beats 2 and 4 to affirm the binary pulse. From 1:48 onward, the fiddle arrangement envelops the pre-chorus, setting the stage for the long-awaited takeoff of the second chorus, to which electric guitar arpeggios add some top end. After the bridge and climax of the third chorus (see “On Your Headphones”), a final, intimate verse cycle enables Taylor and her velvety voice to elegantly bring her storytelling full circle: “He said the way my blue eyes shined / Put those Georgia stars to shame that night / I said, ‘That’s a lie.’”


Hidden Message


Can’t tell me nothin’.




ON YOUR HEADPHONES [image: ]


At 2:35, the bridge arrangement rekindles the listener’s attention with the entrance of an instrument uncommon in country music: the tubular bells. Just a few of their notes are enough to pull the harmonic spectrum upward. They take the tension up a notch before the start of the third chorus, which starts out very subdued, then builds to a climax between 3:02 and 3:27.


















NATHAN CHAPMAN, THE CRAFTSMAN IN THE SHADOWS



Born in Nashville in 1976 to musician and producer parents, Nathan Chapman grew up in country music recording studios. In 2004, he began working with Taylor, a fourteen-year-old artist under a development contract with the RCA label. Although his talent as a studio guitarist was already recognized, he was still far from being the renowned and in-demand producer he would become after his collaboration with the singer. At the time, Chapman had yet to produce an album in his own name and had only been asked to produce the teenager’s demo. Taylor said, in a 2015 interview during a listening session for the 1989 album at the Grammy Museum, that working with him “was actually a shock”—so much so that she convinced Scott Borchetta to leave him in charge of her first album. Taylor proved once again that she knew how to make winning choices, as their duo would partly shape not only the sound that was to become her trademark, but also that of modern country-pop music as a whole—the metallic, slamming guitars, backing violins, and percussive rhythms are now characteristic of the sound.


Taylor’s Main Producer Until 2014


Nathan Chapman was lead producer on the singer’s first three studio albums—Taylor Swift (2006), Fearless (2008), and Speak Now (2010)—and contributed some songs as producer and musician on Red (2012) and 1989 (2014). His crowning achievement came in 2010, when, as co-producer with the star, he won the Grammy Award for Album of the Year for Fearless. Even after their professional separation, which coincided with Taylor’s desire to evolve musically by exploring new sound horizons and working with other producers, Taylor would never tire of praising him. “This Love,” featured on 1989, was the last track he produced for Taylor. Nathan Chapman did not collaborate on Taylor’s Versions. Although she has never said why, one of the reasons seems obvious: Nathan Chapman still worked for Big Machine, which she had been in a dispute with since the resale of her masters.


A Career Well Launched


Chapman’s work with Taylor Swift had given a major boost to his career. He went on to produce entire albums or songs for artists such as Keith Urban, Kylie Minogue, Shania Twain, Madeline Merlo, and the young country singer Callista Clark, whom the current Big Machine Label Group aimed to make the new rising star of country music.















SINGLE



PICTURE TO BURN


Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 2:53


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, electric guitar, backing vocals


Nick Buda: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Scotty Sanders: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos: fiddle


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Tim Marks: bass


John Willis: mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


Castle Studios A (Nashville), 2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson


Mastering: Hank Williams


Single Releases


CD single, US, February 4, 2008—(ref. ?)


CD single and vinyl, a limited edition of 4,000 hand-numbered copies, US and Europe, December 20, 2019—BMRTS0104V


Best Rankings: Hot Country: 3; Hot 100: 28


Genesis


For this single (which was certified double platinum), Taylor and her team decided to choose a song with a rock sound perfectly suited to the subject matter: a story of love’s revenge, which singularly distances the listener from the sweet bitterness expressed in the song “Tim McGraw.” With “Picture to Burn,” the singer takes pleasure in ridiculing her ex-boyfriend, mocking his redneck side as well as his main attribute: the famous pickup truck he never let her drive. At the tender age of sixteen, Taylor was already attacking clichés of virility and a certain idea of America, foreshadowing her political coming-out and stance ten years later, during the 2018 midterms.


Production


In stark contrast with “Tim McGraw,” the saturated guitars and high tempo of “Picture to Burn” evoke the dense atmosphere of 1970s Southern rock. From the very first chorus, at 0:31, the banjo and pedal steel make their appearance, adding the country spice without which this track would sound resolutely pop rock.


Hidden Message


Date nice boys.















SINGLE



TEARDROPS ON MY GUITAR (RADIO SINGLE REMIX)


Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 3:23


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, electric guitar, backing vocals


Eric Darken: percussion


Nick Buda: drums


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos: fiddle


John Willis: high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


Sound Cottage (Nashville), 2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Single Releases


CD single, promo, US, February 20, 2007—BMRTS0102


Best Ranking: Hot 100: 13


Genesis


“Teardrops on My Guitar” was Taylor Swift’s first song to reach the Mainstream Top 40. Certified triple platinum, it is her first crossover single—it also won Song of the Year at the 2008 BMI Country Awards. In this song, the singer describes her secret feelings for classmate Drew Hardwick during her freshman year at Hendersonville High School. Taylor has no hesitation in calling him by his real first name here, always preferring her lyrics to be grounded in reality. The two teenagers make a habit of sitting next to each other in class, and quickly become friends. Drew spends all his time talking about a girl he is madly in love with; he thinks that he has found the perfect girl, he tells her. Taylor listens patiently and supports him in his choice, despite her feelings for him. They remain friends until they part ways. One day, after hearing “Teardrops on My Guitar” on the radio, Drew tried to contact her by phone; they met again two years later, when he was waiting for her outside her home. Their exchanges were brief but cordial. Was he trying to renew a friendly bond, or to show that he was finally available romantically? Although she has moved on, Taylor admits to having wondered about this for a long time.


Production


This ballad, which has had numerous versions and remixes, is an excellent example of country-pop crossover, revealing the young songwriter’s multiple influences. The song’s structure and harmonic and melodic development fit perfectly into the codes of mid-2000s pop music, while the arrangements and production are typical of modern country and the sound developed in the Nashville studios since the late 1990s. The particular grain of the electric guitar evokes that of the Nobles ODR-1 overdrive pedal, the best-kept secret of Nashville session guitarists, here well highlighted by Chapman’s short solo at the end of the second chorus.


To keep the narrative in a hushed atmosphere, acoustic instruments dominate the verses: strummed high-strung and standard guitars positioned at either end of the stereo field, mandolin counterpoints, banjo arpeggios, and drums played with brushes. The choruses take flight with the impetus of Dan Dugmore’s pedal steel, Rob Hajacos’s discreet fiddle, Nathan Chapman’s slightly distorted electric guitar, Nick Buda’s drums, which support beats 2 and 4 on the snare drum, and the rounded bass. Supported in this way, Taylor Swift is able to fully exploit the top end of her range, with a confident voice that is comforting for the listener, who may also have their heart broken.


Hidden Message


He will never know.




FOR DISCERNING SWIFTIES


A 2:59 pop remix version was included, at track 15, in the international rerelease of the album issued in 2008. Traditional country instruments were scrapped (exit the mandolin, dobro, pedal steel, and banjo), with the exception of a violin arrangement whose classical playing has a completely different character from the expressivity of the fiddle playing on the original version. The acoustic drums are replaced with a programmed drum machine, and layers of synthesizers further emphasize the pop feel. All that remain are the strummed acoustic guitar, electric guitar, bass, and Taylor Swift’s voice loaded with effects (delay and reverb), characteristic of the mainstream pop of the time.


















A PLACE IN THIS WORLD



Taylor Swift, Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia / 3:22


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, electric guitar, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Liana Manis, Robert Ellis Orrall: backing vocals


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


Castle Studios A (Nashville, Tennessee), 2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


Taylor Swift wrote this song when she was thirteen, in November 2003. She dreamed of succeeding in Nashville as a professional singer and songwriter. In 2004, her dream started to come true when RCA Records offered her a development contract. The young singer and her family moved to Nashville shortly after that.


Production


After an opening guitar chord, we are straight into the heart of the matter, with Taylor’s voice (“I don’t know what I want”) and no fewer than three guitars supporting her first verse: a strumming acoustic guitar in the center, backed by two rhythmic electric guitars placed to the right and left of the stereo field—plus an arpeggiated banjo also in the center. The same formula is used on the pre-chorus, to which bass is added, then, at 0:27, into the chorus: a straight drumbeat, pedal steel, and electric guitar gimmick echo Taylor’s voice. We find the same ingredients as on “Picture to Burn.” The intensity goes up a notch and does not come down again until the bridge, at 1:49, after the electric guitar solo at the end of the second chorus. A few notes of tubular bells and mandolin tremolos later, and the musicians redouble their energy on the third chorus, ending with a highly orchestrated ad lib. “Oh, I’m just a girl,” Taylor Swift repeats, but it is clear she already knows what she wants.


Hidden Message


I found it.




FOR DISCERNING SWIFTIES


Robert Ellis Orrall, who co-wrote the definitive version of “A Place in This World” with Angelo Petraglia, revealed on his Instagram account that the demo version of this song was recorded on January 15, 2004, with two other tracks: “I’m Only Me When I’m with You” (as a bonus track on the Deluxe reissue of the first album, released in 2007) and “What Do You Say” (as yet unreleased, except on one of Taylor Swift’s demo CDs in 2004).


















COLD AS YOU



Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 4:01


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


Dark Horse Recording (Franklin, Tennessee), 2005–2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


“Cold As You” tackles the theme of disillusionment in love with a directness that has become a hallmark of Taylor Swift’s songwriting. In a publicity interview, the singer said: “I conceived this song with Liz [Rose] and I think the lyrics are some of the best I’ve ever come up with.” She recalls that moment when you realize someone is not at all the person you thought they were; she describes how you try to make excuses for them when they do not deserve it. Some people will never really love you is what she confides in her lyrics. As she is putting her words down on paper, Taylor begins to sing: “And now that I’m sitting here thinking it through / I’ve never been anywhere cold as you.”


Production


“Cold As You” is the first track on the album to include a piano score. Played by Tony Harrell, it essentially carries the song on its shoulders, giving the harmonic spectrum a hitherto unheard-of density. The usual elements are also present: drums played with brushes, a round, minimalist bass and airy pedal steel, dobro strokes in counterpoint, and ample, supple acoustic guitar strumming. Two notable facts, however: the absence of electric guitar and the greater presence of the fiddle, whose embellishments help to sublimate this highly emotional arrangement.


Hidden Message


Time to let go.




“Cold As You” marks the beginning of a famous Swiftian tradition: From now on, every fifth track on every album will be the designated vulnerable, moving ballad.


















THE OUTSIDE



Taylor Swift / 3:27


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic and electric guitars, banjo, bass, drums, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Liana Manis, Robert Ellis Orrall: backing vocals


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


2005–2006


Technical Team


Producers: Nathan Chapman, Robert Ellis Orrall


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


For Taylor Swift, the “outside” is the world she does not belong to, that of the “cool kids.” Very tall for her age, a fan of country karaoke, and always on the road to sing at a festival, Taylor wonders every day if anyone will come and talk to her. While her early (unrecorded) lyrics often described idealized love relationships, stories she had not experienced, “The Outside” is the first song she wrote observing reality, in a painful introspection that is honest and surprisingly mature for a twelve-year-old. But Taylor Swift has always considered herself lucky, because, through music, she has never needed alcohol or drugs to escape.


Production


“The Outside” starts off at full speed, with all the guitars in play and the rhythm section to the fore. The track’s upbeat feel and sense of speed are accentuated by the mandolin’s sixteenth-note rhythm, which acts as a kind of harmonic high hat. This type of fast playing, usually reserved for bluegrass music, is an interesting production trick in the context of a country-pop arrangement like this. At 2:19, the lead part played on baritone guitar brings an original texture that is particularly pleasing to the ear. In addition to the heavy production work on the electric guitars, at 2:35 we notice the presence of a piano played in the upper register to finish the track with an extra touch of brilliance, in contrast to the very rich bass sounds of the baritone guitar. Producer Robert Ellis Orrall co-produced this track with Nathan Chapman, and the richness of the arrangement proves that they were able to work well as a team.


Hidden Message


You are not alone.















A CHILD OF THE INTERNET



Born in 1989, Taylor Swift belongs to the first generation that grew up around social media. She knew early in her musical career that she could use these tools to spread her music and her image. Taylor opened her MySpace account, which was a key site at the time for emerging artists, on August 31, 2005, the day before the official launch of the Big Machine label. Over the following months, she amassed more than forty-five million streams, a figure that Big Machine president and CEO Scott Borchetta was only too happy to quote to prove to skeptical radio stations that there was indeed an audience for his artist.


Abolishing Distance Between Artist and Audience


MySpace was soon to become a key element in Taylor’s early marketing strategy, which was initially not really a strategy at all: Like many teenagers, she simply enjoyed regularly updating her page. She posted video montages and photos during her tours and other work sessions, and she made it a point of honor to reply personally to the fan messages she received, often indulging in confessions or sharing cat photos. This direct and sincere engagement was totally innovative at a time when a distance between artists and their public was still the norm. When she was eighteen, in the intro on her MySpace page (now defunct but accessible from the Internet Archive), she wrote: “In my spare time, I like to conduct random baking experiments in my kitchen and write letters to people. I really love people who like my music. They’re number 1 on my favorite things list.” This was Swift’s tour de force: giving her fans the feeling that she is not only an artist they appreciate, but also a young woman as “normal” as they are, someone they can connect with.


Sharing Her Personal Life


MySpace was not the only social network she embraced. In 2008, just as the platform was beginning to be abandoned by users, she created her Twitter account, where she posted both her latest news and comments on her personal life. In 2011, she launched her Instagram account. Her page has now become one of the most followed accounts in the world, with 282 million followers. In 2014, she first appeared on the microblogging site Tumblr, which she uses to interact with the public in greater depth. She shared photos and more developed thoughts and wrote lengthy responses to fans.


The Birth of the Swifties


From the very first years of her success, her fan base has been appreciative of this closeness. Their commitment and loyalty to the artist is unique in the music industry. Swifties, as her fans often call themselves, are, among other things, impervious to any form of influence exerted by the media, preferring to follow the artist’s news directly on her social networks. It has to be said that Taylor gives her fans plenty to chew on: She announces album releases, music videos, and tour dates, of course, but she also regularly distills hidden messages that her fans like to decipher—a habit she has been developing since her first album.


A Strong and Independent Woman


The deep bond Taylor has been able to forge with her public has allowed her to create her own media ecosystem. It not only gives her a way to better control her narrative by delivering her version of events directly on her networks, but it also has allowed her, in the most difficult moments of her career, to almost completely free herself from the media. For example, around 2016, after a yearlong retreat from the spotlight, she orchestrated her comeback solely on her Instagram account. She deleted all the content on her account and, a few days later, posted a series of cryptic videos in which we can make out a snake’s coiling tail (see the Reputation album). She radically changed the atmosphere and, focusing on a single social media channel, showed she was taking back control of her public image.















TIED TOGETHER WITH A SMILE



Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 4:08


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


2005–2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


In “Tied Together with a Smile,” Taylor Swift tells the story of her friend, a beauty queen with an eating disorder. All the girls want to look like her, all the boys want to be with her, but, alone in front of her mirror, the young woman dislikes what she sees. This empathetic song tells the story of self-esteem and the difficulty of facing up to the gaze of others.


Production


In this predominantly acoustic ballad, the slow tempo is driven by brushes on the drums, in symbiosis with the folk guitar rhythm. Right from the introduction, almost all the acoustic instruments are present, with fiddle, dobro, banjo, and arpeggiated acoustic guitar responding in turn; the only thing missing is the mandolin, which makes its entrance on the first chorus to flesh out the binary rhythm on the left-hand side in response to the acoustic guitar strumming positioned on the right. Electric guitar, bass, pedal steel, and a layer of Hammond organ gently reinforce the choruses, broadening the stereo field and adding depth to a nuanced arrangement that perfectly suits the subject: “[…] and no one knows / That you cry, […] / And you’re tied together with a smile.”


Hidden Message


You are loved.















STAY BEAUTIFUL



Taylor Swift, Liz Rose / 3:56


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Shannon Forrest: drums


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


2005–2006


Technical Team


Production: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


“Stay Beautiful” is the story of Cory, an enigmatic young man whom Taylor Swift has never dated but has watched from afar. As described by the singer, Cory seems every inch the deep-eyed, athletic young male fantasy figure every teenage girl is secretly in love with: “These pretty girls on every corner / They watch him as he’s walking home / Saying, ‘Does he know?’” Taylor writes this song like a letter she will never send, perhaps hoping that one day, the handsome Cory will hear it and recognize himself in it.


Production


This is the first ternary track (subdivision of the quarter note into three beats: In this case, a mid-tempo country shuffle ternary) on the album, giving it a more pronounced country-folk feel. A few bluegrass accents are thrown in for good measure, notably with the banjo’s clawhammer-like playing, the dobro, and the fiddle’s constant double-stopping to highlight the ritornello of the choruses. It is only a matter of time before the arrangement confines itself to acoustic instruments; here, only the Hammond organ (generally very discreet, except on the bridge) and the bass are electrified. Between 2:18 and 2:36, the bridge arrangement clearly stands out from the other parts, incorporating a tremolo mandolin and, above all, a descending arpeggio that seems to be played on the top of a Fender Rhodes keyboard or by a celesta and doubled by pedal steel. The effect is quite magical and conducive to reverie, ideal for a song in praise of beauty.


Hidden Message


Shake ’n’ bake [as in the breadcrumb mixture].















SINGLE



SHOULD’VE SAID NO 


Taylor Swift / 4:02


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, electric guitar, backing vocals


Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Scotty Sanders: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos: fiddle


John Willis: banjo


Recorded


Dark Horse Recording (Franklin, Tennessee), August 2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding, Jeremy Wheatley


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson


Programming: Alexis Smith, Richard Adlam


Mastering: Hank Williams, Jeremy Wheatley


Single Releases


CD single, US, May 18, 2008


7-inch vinyl, 45 rpm, single, 4,000-copy hand-numbered limited edition, white vinyl, January 24, 2020—BMRTS0106V


Best Rankings: Hot Country: 1; Hot 100: 33


Genesis


Released on May 18, 2008, “Should’ve Said No” is the fifth and final single from the album. Taylor Swift wrote the song—which went platinum—at the age of sixteen, after learning that her boyfriend at the time had cheated on her. The title came first, then the choruses, which she composed in five minutes. According to Taylor herself, most of the lyrics correspond exactly to the words she would have used at the time of the confrontation with her boyfriend. Faithful once again to one of her favorite writing methods: sticking as closely as possible to reality when the context allows. Similar in theme to her song “Picture to Burn,” the tone here is more moralistic and less focused on expressing anger: “You shouldn’t be begging for forgiveness at my feet / You should’ve said no.”


Production


Deceptively, “Should’ve Said No” kicks off with a short, 100 percent acoustic intro, with the clear intention of exposing the listener to the melody of the chorus, a heady gimmick that imprints itself throughout the song. Initially played by the banjo alone, this theme is doubled by the fiddle as soon as the full band arrives, after a drum break reminiscent of 1990s rock. The electric guitars take center stage, the sound is full-bodied, and the volume of the amps and the overdrive pedals is pushed further than usual. Acoustic instruments once again take center stage on the first verse and the pre-chorus; the playing is restrained. This contrast enables the explosion of the first chorus and its instrumental coda. The same recipe is applied to the rest of the arrangement, with Nathan Chapman and his musicians taking care not to let the tension fade. Taylor Swift is thus able to unfold her narrative and gradually build up the intensity, demonstrating that her vocal tone holds up perfectly to this type of rock orchestration. At 2:57, after the epic electric guitar solo at the end of the second chorus, the bridge enables Nick Buda to develop a drum part, mainly centered on the toms, reminiscent of the heavy, powerful playing of grunge rock drummers from the first half of the 1990s (such as Matt Cameron of Soundgarden or Jimmy Chamberlin of the Smashing Pumpkins, to name but two).


Hidden Message


Sam Sam Sam Sam Sam Sam.

















MARY’S SONG (OH MY MY MY)



Taylor Swift, Liz Rose, Brian Maher / 3:33


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, banjo, bass, drums, backing vocals, mandolin


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Jeffrey Hyde: banjo, mandolin


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar, banjo


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


2005–2006


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson, Allen Ditto, Clarke Schleicher, Sandi Spika


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


“Mary’s Song (Oh My My My)” is a tribute to eternal love. Taylor Swift was inspired to write it by a couple who lived next door to her. At a family dinner, the couple told their story of how they met as children, aged seven and nine. Taylor found them so touching that she decided to put into song what this solid, pure love inspired in her.


Production


A new example of a guaranteed 100 percent acoustic intro, this country-pop ballad kicks off with the sound of mandolin and dobro, with delicate strumming of folk guitar and banjo played with a discreet picking style. At 0:11, Taylor’s voice makes its entrance, immersing the listener in a subdued atmosphere conducive to telling the story of Mary and her lifelong companion. After the intimate arrangement of the first verse, the chorus opens the floodgates: Electric guitars, bass, and drums weave an orchestration perfectly calibrated to conquer US country and mainstream radio. Despite these qualities, “Mary’s Song (Oh My My My)” was never released as a single.


Hidden Message


Sometimes love is forever.















SINGLE



OUR SONG


Taylor Swift / 3:22


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Nathan Chapman: acoustic guitar, electric guitar, banjo, backing vocals


Bruce Bouton: dobro


Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda: drums


Eric Darken: percussion


Rob Hajacos: fiddle


Recorded


Quad Studios A, Sound Cottage (Nashville, Tennessee), 2006


Single Releases


CD single, US, September 10, 2007—BMRTS0103


7-inch vinyl, 45 rpm, limited 4,000-copy hand-numbered edition, white vinyl, November 22, 2019—BMRTS0103V


Best Rankings: Hot Country: 1; Hot 100: 16


Technical Team


Producer: Nathan Chapman


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineers: Nathan Chapman, Chad Carlson


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


Taylor Swift wrote “Our Song” for her high school talent show. Given the success of this performance, she was keen to have the song featured on her debut album and released as a single. In her opinion, the song’s natural “bounce” made it extremely radio-friendly. The singer was not mistaken: “Our Song” was to become the album’s biggest hit, selling over four million copies (it was certified quadruple platinum).


Production


One of the series of tracks that start with an instrumental intro: Rob Hajacos’s fiddle, which opens the festivities, is joined by Eric Darken’s cajón rhythm along with syncopated acoustic guitar and banjo picking, both played by Nathan Chapman. Apart from Tim Marks’s minimalist, groovy bass playing and Chapman’s electric guitar, the song retains its acoustic, “grain-fed” country-pop flavor right to the end. The moderate tempo (90 bpm) makes you want to tap your toes alone in your room, daydreaming instead of doing your homework, or get out on the dance floor. The sober (but tremendously effective) arrangement, the clarity of the mix, and the conversational lyrics and impeccable phrasing of young Taylor Swift exude an infectious energy, an irresistible, unifying adolescent candor in a Western world still imbued with a certain insouciance.


Hidden Message


Live in love.




FOR DISCERNING SWIFTIES


Since “Our Song” ends with the phrase “Play it again,” Taylor Swift decided it would be an ideal closing track. It is like a direct and, at the same time, subliminal suggestion to play the album again, as soon as it is finished.


















I’M ONLY ME WHEN I’M WITH YOU



Taylor Swift, Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia / 3:33


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Andy Leftwich: fiddle, mandolin


Liana Manis, Robert Ellis Orrall: backing vocals


Lex Price: mandolin


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar


John Willis: banjo, mandolin, high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


January 15, 2004


Technical Team


Producers: Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia


Genesis


The first bonus track on the Deluxe Edition, this is also the first song co-written with singer, songwriter, and producer Robert Ellis Orrall toward the end of 2003, when Taylor Swift was still living in Pennsylvania. In it, the singer enjoys the company of her friends, with whom she can express herself freely and be fully herself. This recording is part of the January 15, 2004, session with producers Robert Ellis Orrall, Angelo Petraglia, and Jamie Tate, during which the tracks “A Place in This World” and “What Do You Say” were also recorded. “I’m Only Me When I’m with You” appears as the bonus twelfth track on the Deluxe reissue of the first album, released in 2007.


Production


The resolutely pop-rock sound and the lack of density in the low-midrange mix show that the production of “I’m Only Me When I’m with You” took place before the album’s official production, with fewer resources and outside the criteria set by producers Scott Borchetta and Nathan Chapman. The bass drums’ pulse and the overdriven electric guitars form the hard core of the orchestra, while the fiddle, pedal steel, and mandolin remain in the background (except on the instrumental bridges at 1:06, 2:16, and in the intro when the fiddle takes the lead), but true to form, as proud representatives of the Nashville sound of the 2000s. In fact, it is likely that these three instruments were recorded after the event, as an overdub, to better suit the album’s country-pop aesthetic. Whatever the case, Robert Ellis Orrall and Angelo Petraglia have achieved an arrangement that is straight to the point, tight, and with no weak moments.

















INVISIBLE



Taylor Swift, Robert Ellis Orrall / 3:23


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Mike Brignardello: bass


Nick Buda: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Shannon Forrest: drums


Rob Hajacos, Wanda Vick: fiddle


Tony Harrell: keyboards


Andy Leftwich: fiddle


Liana Manis: backing vocals


Tim Marks: bass


Robert Ellis Orrall: backing vocals


Joshua Whitmore: dobro, pedal steel


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar


John Willis: high-strung acoustic guitar


Recorded


November 2005


Technical Team


Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Genesis


It’s possible that the boy Taylor evokes in “Invisible” could be none other than the famous Drew Hardwick featured in “Teardrops on My Guitar.” The feeling seems similar: The young man has his heart set on someone else; Taylor is invisible to him but knows that only she can see the true inner and outer beauty of the man she loves. “She can’t see the way your eyes / Light up when you smile.” This is the second bonus track on the Deluxe Edition.


Production


The piano returns to the center of the arrangement. As on “Cold as You,” Tony Harrell’s score and touch establish the melancholy, dreamy tone of this subtly orchestrated ballad. Pedal steel and airy playing for the dreamy aspect; the piano is in symbiosis with guitar arpeggios for the melancholy aspect. The piano sound is doubled from beginning to end by a layer of synthesizers, discreet but adding a certain depth to the whole, a 3D feel to the mix. Without overdoing it, the fiddle and electric guitar arpeggios tug at the heartstrings and, from the second chorus onward, the backing vocals reinforce the emotional range of Taylor Swift’s voice. Will her plea be heard? The bass and drums frame the whole in a sober, precise performance, perfect for the last-chance slow dance.

















A PERFECTLY GOOD HEART



Taylor Swift, Brett James, Troy Verges / 3:40


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Mike Brignardello, Tim Marks: bass


Nick Buda, Shannon Forrest: drums


Gary Brunette: electric guitar


Eric Darken: percussion


Tony Harrell: keyboards, mandolin


Liana Manis: backing vocals


Lex Price: mandolin


Ilya Toshinsky: acoustic guitar


Recorded


Abtrax Recording (Nashville, Tennessee), The Engine Room (Nashville, Tennessee), 2003


Technical Team


Producers: Brett James, Troy Verges


Executive Producer: Scott Borchetta


Mixing: Chuck Ainlay, Jeff Balding


Sound Engineer: Chad Carlson


Mastering: Hank Williams


Genesis


The third bonus track on the Deluxe Edition, “A Perfectly Good Heart” tells the story of a breakup in love, or, more precisely, of the day when our hearts break for the first time. Written by Taylor Swift the year she turned fourteen, this song expresses the innocence of first love, absolute trust in others, and incomprehension when faced with the cruelty of feelings.


Production


After a short Hammond organ fade-out as an introduction, the song launches straight into a chorus of guitars and vocals. From the very first phrase, Taylor harmonizes her own voice, overdubbing a third below. The piano comes in at 0:15, then bass and drums introduce the verse at 0:27. The most striking production detail of this arrangement is the effect applied to the sound of the electric piano (on the left in the stereo field). Very elaborate, and easy to mistake for an electric guitar, it passes through a Uni-Vibe pedal to create a rotating effect that adds density and movement to the whole. From 1:47 onward, on the instrumental bridge, the double-note electric guitar part inevitably evokes the playing of the famous The Edge (the guitarist from the rock band U2), followed by a highly melodic mandolin solo. The track ends with a very gradual fade-out to a long instrumental ad lib, which can be interpreted as both a tribute and a farewell to teenage romance.















NEW 1



BEAUTIFUL EYES


Taylor Swift / 2:59


1. Beautiful Eyes


2. Should’ve Said No (alternate version)


3. Teardrops On My Guitar (acoustic version)


4. Picture To Burn (Radio edit)


5. I’m Only Me When I’m with You


6. I Heart?


Release Dates


United States: July 15, 2008 (ref. Big Machine Records)


Musicians


Taylor Swift: vocals, backing vocals


Gary Burnette: bass, guitar


Rusty Danmyer: pedal steel


Robert Ellis Orrall: chorus


Ken Lewis: drums


Chris Rowe: shaker


Recorded


The Tracking Room (Nashville), 2005–2008


Technical Team


Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall


Mixing: Chris Rowe


Sound Engineers: Eric Richardson, Robert Ellis Orrall


Mastering: Ken Love


Best Ranking: 9


EPs (extended plays), or releases with more songs than singles but fewer than albums, often allow rising artists to attain or retain musical relevance while waiting to offer a new LP (long play). That was precisely what Taylor did when she released Beautiful Eyes on July 15, 2008, especially as her growing popularity in the country world needed to be consolidated. It mainly contains acoustic or alternative versions of several previously released titles, but it also offers two new tracks, “Beautiful Eyes” and “I Heart?” (detailed below). It also includes a DVD of clips produced at the time, a video specially made for Beautiful Eyes of sequences filmed during the singer’s eighteenth birthday, excerpts from interviews, and behind-the-scenes moments.


The disc was sold for a limited time only in Walmart stores and on the retail chain’s website in MP3 version. It has become a collector’s item for her biggest fans—further proof that, from her very first years in the music industry, the young woman has used her keen sense of marketing to maintain a privileged link with the hard core of her audience.


Genesis


Presumably written to appear on Taylor Swift’s debut album, released on October 24, 2006, “Beautiful Eyes” is a spirited and sentimental romp. Taylor expresses her exaltation at the idea of losing herself in the gaze of her loved one, her heart pounding, letting herself be transported by the force of such emotions. In the song she dreams of living the perfect romance without any downside.


Production


The intro of this country pop ballad at a moderate tempo (95 bpm) gives pride of place to acoustic instruments: The arpeggios of acoustic guitar and mandolin (played by Chris Row or Gary Burnette—the credits do not specify) steal the show until the vocals begin and the bass drum pulses on beats 2 and 4. The rest of the group enters on the first chorus, bringing with them their electric arsenal: guitar, pedal steel, bass, and keyboards. The second verse highlights the playing of Gary Burnette and his mixture of arpeggios, well-felt turnarounds and melodic double-string gimmicks, all delivered with a sound that is both crunchy and detailed, reminiscent of a Fender Telecaster guitar passed through an ODR1 overdrive pedal from the Nobles brand (a typical combination of the Nashville sound from the 2000s). On the Hammond organ, Chris Row, a multi-instrumentalist and producer of the title, also plays particularly shimmering music, a perfect complement to Burnette’s guitar and the pedal steel provided by Rusty Danmyer.















NEW 2



I HEART?


Taylor Swift / 3:21


Musicians


Shannon Forrest: drums


Tony Harrell: keyboard


Mike Brignardello: bass


Wanda Vick: banjo, mandoline


Liana Manis, Robert Ellis Orrall: backing vocals


Gary Burnette: electric guitar


Dan Dugmore: pedal steel


Recorded


The Tracking Room (Nashville), 2005–2008


Technical Team


Producer: Robert Ellis Orrall


Mixing: Ben Fowler


Sound Engineers: Clarke Schleicher, Allen Ditto


Mastering: Ken Love


Genesis


Taylor Swift wrote this song in 2003, at the age of thirteen. She recorded the demo version in 2004 for one of her demo albums, with the songs “Your Face” and “The Outside” (the latter appears on her first album). “I Heart?” deals with romantic confusion during a breakup that occurs without Taylor understanding the reason. From this confusion arises a questioning, the young woman not knowing who she should love, hence the question mark in the title.


Production


The arrangement and production of this track immediately recall the bounding energy of Taylor Swift onstage in her early days. The country bluegrass instrumentation counts for a lot—banjo, mandolin, and pedal steel going all out. The composition itself, simple and rhythmic, is designed to establish a direct connection between Taylor and her fans during a live concert, though she’s not yet performing in prestigious venues, least of all enormous tours in stadiums around the world. Like a wink from keyboardist Tony Harrell, the first notes of the Hammond organ inevitably evoke the organ played by Al Kooper on “Like a Rolling Stone,” Bob Dylan’s classic from 1965. To reinforce its impact, the sound of the snare drum seems to have been doubled by a sample. Although “I Heart?” is an early work, it already has the traditional structure inherent to Taylor Swift’s songs: intro / verse / pre-chorus / chorus and, above all, the famous bridge at the end of the second chorus. This way of writing, common in mainstream pop and almost systematic in country in the 2000s, is the mark of a surprising maturity for such a young songwriter.














ALBUM


Fearless


Jump Then Fall* · Untouchable* · Come in with the Rain* · Superstar* · The Other Side of the Door* · Fearless · Fifteen · Love Story · Hey Stephen · White Horse · You Belong with Me · Breathe (feat. Colbie Caillat) · Tell Me Why · You’re Not Sorry · The Way I Loved You · Forever & Always · The Best Day · Change




RELEASE DATES


United States: November 11, 2008


(ref.: Big Machine Records BMRATS0200)


*Deluxe reissue, Fearless Platinum Edition: October 26, 2009


(ref.: Big Machine Records BMRBTS0250)


Best Ranking: 1
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