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This book is dedicated to all the girls out there who are killing it. But especially those who picked me up from the cold, hard ground when I felt like a crumpled-up piece of paper.






Foreword Dear Readers



Are you serious?

Are you really serious

You are a ticking idiot and for

Ghent U to pay you for a

Professor

Go back to brexit land!

Moron?

—E. L. Doesburg, via email



In spring 2023, I finally gave shape to something that had been living rent-free in my head for years. Tasked with finalizing my teaching for the fall semester, I put aside my former plan to repeat a tried-and-tested course, opened up a blank document on my laptop, and wrote the heading, “English Literature (Taylor’s Version).” Half an hour later, following a brief exchange with two friends who inhabit that sweet spot on the Venn diagram where “literature nerds” and “Swifties” intersect, I’d sketched out ten seminars. They featured many of the topics that you might expect from a master’s course in English literature—authorship, intertextuality, literary theory—with one minor difference. Each seminar’s title was drawn from a Taylor Swift lyric, and in addition to classics from William Shakespeare, Charlotte Brontë, and Geoffrey Chaucer, the syllabus featured thirty songs by the twenty-first century’s indisputable queen of pop, a woman whose music has soundtracked my life since 2006.

Weeks later, my phone rang: a journalist from one of Belgium’s newspapers, De Standaard, had heard about the class and wanted to ask me a few questions. My life then took a surreal turn. I found myself setting multiple nighttime alarms to give TV and radio interviews in Sweden, China, Dubai, Germany, Belgium, and the UK. In the space of a couple of days, I’d been asked to chat to CNN, BBC World News, the New York Times, and Emily Ratajkowski (whose ethereal radiance made me wish I’d gotten a bit more sleep or at least bothered to put on some lipstick).

It was perhaps a bit like having a newborn baby (I wouldn’t know—childless cat lady here), except that the demanding entity constantly clamoring to be fed was the world’s media. My inboxes were flooded, not only with journalist requests but with excitable emails from prospective students hoping the course would be taught online so that they could attend. An ex-boyfriend got in touch to say he’d seen me on the news (and I couldn’t help but think of Swift’s line in “Midnight Rain”). Scholars and teachers already working on Swift in different fields welcomed me into their communities and invited collaborations.

Then came the inevitable responses from the trolls and keyboard warriors. Hate mail calling me a moron, an idiot, a “big bitch,” and a stupid woman. Requests that I “go back to Brexit land.” A snide article from a Belgian columnist featuring the line, “Het is een aula, geen kleutertuin” (“It’s an auditorium, not a kindergarten”). Social media comments accusing me of stealing money off students (university is almost free in Belgium) or bemoaning the depths to which modern universities had apparently sunk.

As Taylor Swift once put it: this is why we can’t have nice things.

Having worked relentlessly to deliver the kind of “impact” and “outreach” that academics are constantly pressured to achieve, I was disappointed to find myself embroiled in departmental politics at work. Certain colleagues were convinced that comparing historical literature to modern popular culture was somehow blasphemous. Weeks later, a man approached me after a talk I’d given on Swift, asked if I’d “accept some critique,” and then proceeded to tell me how I might have done my job better. Another Belgian newspaper wrote an article on my first class, quoting one of my students: “My family aren’t pleased. They think this is a sign that the level of Ghent University has plummeted.”

“Dear Reader,” Swift sings on her 2022 album Midnights, “Bend when you can, snap when you have to.” And I did. I printed IT’S AN AUDITORIUM, NOT A KINDERGARTEN on a pink T-shirt and wore it to my first class, inspired by a Belgian opera singer who had made Taylor-style bracelets with the same phrase in my honor (thank you, Astrid, for being my first champion). I turned the hate mail into the subject of that first class, projecting some of my favorites onto an enormous screen behind my head. I argued that such skepticism only makes it more important to study popular culture, and to question supposedly established “canons” of literature. In the words of author and educator bell hooks, “popular culture is where the pedagogy is, it’s where the learning is.” I was spurred on by my students, motivated to try and deliver the course I would want to take were I in their shoes: to be madder, louder, sillier, and more disruptive. “Haters gonna hate,” I wrote in an article for the Guardian, “but stars like Taylor Swift can help to make literature pop.”

One unexpected consequence of all of this is that English Literature (Taylor’s Version) is now both a regular course and a metacourse, of sorts. We—my students and I—reflect continually on its existence and importance in a world that so often condemns popular culture—particularly popular culture enjoyed predominantly by women—as frivolous. This, in many ways, parallels Swift’s own career: her self-referentiality and consciousness of the narratives in which she is (willingly or unwillingly) implicated are arguably what set her apart from many comparable artists. This has taken an increasingly feminist slant in recent years, as she lambastes society’s tendency to dismiss girls’ culture and women’s feelings (there are limits to that feminism, though, as I will discuss throughout this book). I was both surprised, and sadly not surprised, by the sexism, snobbery, and xenophobia underlying some of the public reaction to English Literature (Taylor’s Version). What amazed me most was that none of these responses ever took into account what we were actually doing in the classroom (I think some envisaged us singing along to “Shake It Off” for three hours while wearing armfuls of friendship bracelets), or what today’s university students might want or enjoy.

Even as a literature professor and keen extracurricular bibliophile, I sometimes struggle with certain inclusions in the so-called literary canon, particularly those written in archaic language and far removed in time from our tumultuous present. I can hardly blame my students—whose mother tongue is rarely English—if they aren’t able to connect with the tenth-century Old English poem “The Wanderer,” about a desolate former warrior isolated from his lord and fellows, reminiscing about the once-great camaraderie of the mead hall and the transience of earthly joy. What if, though, we were to read such a poem alongside Taylor Swift’s song “Bigger Than the Whole Sky,” which laments everything “turned to ashes” while musing poignantly on what could have been? Might we then start to explore the universality of grief and bereavement, and trace how different cultures at various points in history have reached for particular metaphors to express those very same feelings?

What about the increasingly urgent issue of how we relate to nature and the environment, an environment we’re on the verge of damaging beyond repair? Might we find some answers in the notion of “ecocriticism,” which explores how man’s relationship to nature is at least partly forged in the fires of language, and played out on the stage of literature? Might we illuminate this conceptual quagmire by looking at Swift’s songs “ivy,” “willow,” and “Out of the Woods,” and the way they represent humanity succumbing willingly to nature’s power, rather than attempting to conquer and control it? Might we find, concentrated in a single Swift track, the entire fraught history of human–nature relations in microcosm? And if we do, what can we do with those findings in the here and now?

I once read a comment on a Swift fan forum, saying, “it’s so crazy how T Swift makes me think, about art, about communication vs perception, about fame, about transparency, about media and feminism and worship and sexism and human nature.” To which I can only say: me too. And about much, much more besides.

This book is, in some ways, the result of a massive free association exercise that has been going on in my head since 2006. I sometimes imagine myself like Carrie Mathison in Homeland, in one of her manic phases, covering an entire wall in color-coded, interconnected documents, Swift’s lyrics at the center of one giant mind map. This book tries to explain the method in my madness (and you’ll find more on madness in Chapter Nine). At the heart of it all is the desire to make historical English (by which I mean Anglophone) literature as relevant, accessible, and interesting to as wide an audience as possible, with a little help from my personal passion for the phenomenon that is Taylor Swift: her lyrics, her chameleonlike public persona, and the fandom she inspires.

By now, you can find countless articles online—and a few printed books, too—listing all the literary allusions in Swift’s work, from the explicit (“Romeo, save me”) to the more speculative (is “mad woman” a reference to Jane Eyre?) Beyond suggesting that Swift is familiar with some of the classics of English literature, these lists don’t really tell us much at all. I wanted to go deeper: to see these references as merely the buds on a giant tree, whose roots snake down through the strata of history and culture. Swift doesn’t just namecheck Romeo and Juliet in “Love Story”: she does so in a way that turns a sixteenth-century tragedy into a fantasy, one that actually draws more closely on fairy tale and medieval romance than on Shakespeare. Knowing this helps us to understand better her overall lyrical relationship with romance, but it also tells us a lot about ourselves, too: about the appeal of the medieval in today’s popular culture, from Disney to Game of Thrones; about how we can be both skeptical of chivalry and yet deeply invested in its promise; about how the ghosts of the medieval past still haunt our present, particularly when it comes to gender relations.

English Literature (Taylor’s Version) has been one of the wildest and most rewarding journeys of my life and career so far. It has taken me to new places (the German-American institute in Freiburg, for example, and Melbourne, Australia, for the world’s first international academic conference on Taylor Swift), but, most importantly, has introduced me to countless special people along the way.

In the introduction to their book Litpop, an exploration of the intersections between literature and pop music, Rachel Carroll and Adam Hansen note that, although listening to modern pop music might be a “strangely isolating phenomenon,” when we start to discuss what such music means to us, we open up powerful channels for connection and solidarity. If academia is an ivory tower, I hope to be Rapunzel, attempting to bridge what some wrongly perceive as a cavernous gap between serious scholarship and popular culture (I should stress that I am just one of many, many academics doing the same thing, some of whom have become wonderful friends).

I’ve spoken to teenagers from diverse backgrounds working on Swift-adjacent school projects all over the world: two exceptionally bright young men from the Netherlands, who traveled all the way to Ghent to hear my thoughts on folklore, and who wanted to share with me their own songwriting adventures; the Ukrainian refugee now pursuing a journalism course in Belgium; the two razor-sharp Americans whose college hoodies took me right back to the high school movies I enjoyed as an adolescent in the early aughts. I’ve spoken to students hitherto discouraged, perhaps by economically minded family members, from pursuing an apparently worthless humanities degree, whose minds have been made up to pursue their passions, and to students who have used my course to convince their skeptical professors that there is value in examining popular culture such as Swift. I’ve been invited into schools, privileged to witness the passion of today’s educators who conduct extracurricular analysis of popular music with their students as a means of enhancing their syllabus material. I’ve spoken to large audiences of young people, whose perceptive questions about feminism, queer studies, and fandom leave me moved, inspired, and continually questioning. Their passion and intelligence are an iridescent glow in a world that often seems increasingly bleak. If these young people are the future, I find myself thinking, then we might just be OK.

My own students surprise and delight me each week. They draw unexpected comparisons between medieval chivalric poetry and modern incel culture; between the essays of French theorist Roland Barthes and J. K. Rowling’s comments about how wizards go to the toilet; between Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and the Barbie movie. You’ll find some of those discussions in this book. They are artists, musicians, and aspiring filmmakers alongside their studies, and produce a stunning array of songs, paintings, and podcasts for their final assignment, one which I leave deliberately open and flexible so as to allow their ingenuity free rein. They have dark senses of humor and fierce senses of justice, moving me almost to tears with their modern versions of Mary Wollstonecraft’s “A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,” and making me cackle involuntarily at their evaluations of David Lowery’s film The Green Knight (“he was neither as green as I expected, nor as big as I expected”). Perhaps the most special aspect of English Literature (Taylor’s Version) is that it has—partly owing to the media attention—brought together a large number of students from very different backgrounds: students of physics and astronomy rub shoulders with those from economics and art history, among the wider crowd from literature and linguistics. They are living proof of the value of the humanities and their potential as complement to a wide variety of other academic disciplines. To quote one of them: “This course shows that you can find your entry to literature anywhere and, for me, Taylor Swift is absolutely my preferred one.”

Swifterature is the place where all of this comes together: fandom, feminism, literature, history, pedagogy, and passion for both the humanities and for popular culture. It is by no means an exhaustive analysis of Swift’s lyrics and work or, obviously, of English literature. Having completed my bachelor’s and master’s degrees at Oxford University, I’m aware that I’m writing from a very traditional English literary background, one which has historically been predominantly White, colonialist, and patriarchal—particularly since this book focuses on literature pre-1900. I have been trying to interrogate and broaden this as much as I can, while still discussing works and authors that are widely agreed to be canonical—and in whose place in the canon I genuinely believe (more on that in Chapter Two). I’ve written mostly about the literature with which I am most familiar, and the context with which I am most familiar—the Global North. I’m aware that this exposes huge gaps in my knowledge and expertise. There is still much work to do, and I am indebted to the many scholars and educators out there already doing it.

I’m not going to offer you line-by-line analyses of Swift’s lyrics—you can find those in my other book, Stars Around My Scars: The Annotated Poetry of Taylor Swift. Here, I want to show how an idea, word, or phrase used in a particular Swift song might take us on a journey of discovery: a voyage across my frenzied mind map, to lively nexus points where culture, society, ideology, and history intersect. I hope this book inspires you to make your own comparisons and plot your own journeys across the map; to run with your wildest ideas, think critically about popular culture, and build communities.

Carroll and Hansen argue that we can understand ourselves both through music and through writing, but that this intensifies when we combine the two. Taylor Swift, through her engagement with classic works of literature and the record-breaking popularity of her music, invites us to reflect on both the cultures of our past but also of our present. She prompts us to ask what her place on the world’s stage can tell us about everything from feminism to politics, nature to childhood. Her music often urges us to be confident in our knowledge of ourselves and the world, while also cultivating a perpetual childlike curiosity, remaining open to change and growth. In this way, it mirrors English literature as a discipline, which so often asks its students to be unequivocally assertive and yet question everything; to argue boldly but always be ready, at a moment’s notice, to interrogate the very foundations upon which those arguments are built.

In her 2019 song “Paper Rings,” Swift expresses intimacy and romantic contentment by declaring that she’s read all the books beside her beloved’s bed. It’s a powerful symbol of what scholars Betsy Winakur Tontiplaphol and Anastasia Klimchynskaya, in their book The Literary Taylor Swift, term “the community-establishing power of a common library.” Swifterature is a wander through that library, and a curious look at who shows up there, and why—and why it matters. Because, as I hope to show in the following pages, perceiving English literature through Swift’s glittery, heart-shaped lens might just make us into better readers: of the world, of ourselves, and of each other.






Chapter One The Stories of Us: Writing About Writing



The cause why I stonde here: som newe tydings for to lere.

—Geoffrey Chaucer, “The House of Fame”



I used to think one day we’d tell the story of us,” sings Taylor Swift on the aptly titled “The Story of Us,” released as a single in 2011. As that title suggests, it’s a song that is all about stories. Not just telling them, but also hearing them, not hearing them, interpreting them, misinterpreting them, and watching them play out in real time. It’s also a song about the perils and pitfalls of seeing your own life unfold through the lens of other people’s stories.

The speaker thinks the story of her and her lover will be one of sparks flying instantly. People around them will tell this story, saying “they’re the lucky ones.” In other words: it’s a love story, a little like the happy-ever-after rewriting of Romeo and Juliet on Swift’s previous album, Fearless. And yet, by the end of the first verse, the speaker tells her lover that lately she doesn’t even know what page they’re on. The neat, sweet love story has started to break down, through complications and miscommunications. By the end of the chorus, we’re told that it “looks a lot like a tragedy now. Next chapter!”

Not only is the speaker trying to figure out the genre of the story she’s telling; she’s also acknowledging that it’s still a work in progress. She’s writing it in real time, improvising as she goes, veering from romance to tragedy as it unfolds. The song reminds us of the gap that exists between real events, and how those events are represented in story form: all the decisions that must be made about structure (“next chapter”; “the end”), and how we try to make sense of our own stories by relating them to the many other stories we have heard or read before.

It’s rather fitting that “The Story of Us” appears on Speak Now, Swift’s third album and the first one she wrote entirely on her own, in an attempt to silence media commentary that she couldn’t possibly write her own songs. She would recall later that there was a lot riding on this attempt, since the album would really have to be good. The title refers to this decisive move, and the need she felt to express her own stories in her own words.

Are our stories ever entirely our own, though? Or are the “stories of us” inextricably bound up with all the other stories we’re told every day—through popular culture, literature, the media, and history? How do we use those stories to make sense of our own, and what does it mean to reflect on that process in the stories we tell, while we’re telling them?

In “You Are in Love,” from her fifth album, 1989, Swift seems to speak to us directly—not as one of the many personas she adopts in her music, but as the real-life songwriter herself. The majority of the song is written in the second person, apparently telling the listener’s story. Toward the end, though, Swift switches to the first person and tells us that she’s spent her whole life “trying to put it into words”: “it” being, it would seem, the experience of falling in love. The present participle suggests it’s an ongoing work in progress—she’s still trying to put it into words.

This trying is a process that involves drawing on many other stories. Running through Swift’s entire discography is a tendency to make sense of events or feelings by seeing them, to quote “You’re on Your Own, Kid,” as pages turned: narrativizing them through other, preexisting stories. Sometimes these stories encompass whole genres. We see this in “The Story of Us”: something the speaker thought was romance now seems to merit the label of tragedy. We also see it in “You’re Losing Me,” when the speaker asks, “how long could we be a sad song?” Or in “Timeless,” where she compares her story to an “age-old classic”; and in “Anti-Hero,” to a “tale as old as time.” In “Long Live,” the object of the song resembles a hero on the page of a history book. The titular character of “When Emma Falls In Love” is like a book one can’t put down; perhaps the story of Cleopatra, to whom she is also compared.

In “exile,” the speaker tells us that she thinks she’s seen this film before. Swift’s speakers certainly do seem rather knowledgeable cinephiles, in this sense. They are constantly analyzing an unfolding story, even as they are bang in the middle of it, to try and figure out where, on the colossal spectrum of stories with which they are familiar, it might end up. In “Blank Space,” the speaker announces confidently, “I can read you like a magazine.” Indeed, quite a lot of the love stories in Swift’s songs involve a speaker who seems so literate in the text of an evolving relationship that she knows exactly where it’s going to go. In “… Ready for It?,” she says just that, plotting out the trajectory of a love story that will follow other famous templates: the fraught, on-again-off-again love of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, for example, or the gangsters Bonnie and Clyde. In “New Year’s Day,” she urges her lover not to read the last page, which implies that their story is already written out.

We get the opposite in “Cornelia Street,” when the speaker likens a new relationship to a fresh page on the desk, the couple filling in the blanks as they go. Yet, at the same time, the speaker is also anticipating a specific last page; a tragic outcome, heartbreak that time would never mend. Similarly, in “Enchanted,” she hopes that a magical meeting might be the very first page, not the end of the story—but there’s an anxiety running through the song that it might be the last page, because he might be in love with someone else. In “Wildest Dreams,” the speaker tells us she can see the tragic end before it even begins and so asks her lover to remember her for posterity. The speaker of “Electric Touch” tells us she has a history of “stories ending sadly,” which seems to be the case for many of Swift’s speakers: they are always ready to fill in the blank spaces on those fresh pages in line with the narratives with which they are familiar; usually sad ones. It’s not just love stories, either: in one of Swift’s most apparently autobiographical songs, “Clara Bow,” she predicts the outcome of the story of her entire career, using as a template the stories of famous starlets from the past, Stevie Nicks and Clara Bow.

Swift is open about how she uses other stories to tell her own. In her acceptance speech at the 2023 Nashville Songwriting Awards, she revealed the three genre categories into which she mentally divides her own lyrics, nicknamed after the writing tool she most associates with them: quill, fountain pen, and glitter gel pen. The former involves antiquated words: a “quill” song might be inspired by reading Charlotte Brontë, and sound like “a letter written by Emily Dickinson’s great grandmother while sewing a lace curtain,” Swift said. Her quill songs create narrative by drawing on templates from classic English literature. For example, “happiness,” which quotes from F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby for its poignant portrayal of separation after a long love, and “invisible string,” which uses an image from Brontë’s Jane Eyre to express the idea of lovers’ fates entwined by destiny. In “Love Story,” she sees a forbidden romance play out (in some ways) like Romeo and Juliet. “Today Was a Fairytale” dresses up an adolescent date in the sparkling gown of a Disney movie or Hans Christian Andersen story, while “Is It Over Now?” seems to use that early-aughts young adult classic, Twilight, to narrate its speaker’s desire to do something drastic to get her beloved’s attention.

Swift noted that most of her lyrics fall into “fountain pen style,” which means “modern storylines with a poetic twist.” They sound like “confessions scribbled and sealed in an envelope, but too brutally honest to ever send.” There’s a suggestion here of another type of story: the confessional poem, popularized in America during the 1950s and 1960s by, among others, Sylvia Plath.

All of this to say: Swift is a writer acutely conscious of how she is narrating her life according to the multiple types of stories that surround us in modern culture.

This isn’t really a surprise. From the beginning, Swift’s career has forced her to think about her own stories, and how they fit with other stories, since these questions are also questions of genre. Having begun in the realm of country music, moving to Tennessee to pursue her dream, Swift realized very quickly that “this business operates with a very new, new, new, next, next, next mentality”: one minute you’re being told “your song is great,” the next, “what else can you do?” In other words: change up the story; flip the script—or find a new one. Swift has spoken openly about deciding to reinvent herself with every album before the industry could replace her. One of the clearest and most concrete ways to do this was with a shift in genre: from country to pop, in Red and 1989, to what Swift termed “goth-punk” in Reputation, to indie rock in folklore and evermore. In other words, to change the type of story used to tell her stories.

At the same time, Swift has also been critiqued for not adhering closely enough to these types—for her sound being too dissonant in Red, for example—and warned against departing from her original country stories. She’s also been told that a man could tell her stories better than she could. American Songwriter wrote that singer Ryan Adams had “bestow[ed] indie-rock credibility” on Swift’s 1989 with his cover version, which Anna Leszkiewicz described in the New Statesman as “mansplaining” Swift’s album to her.

For her entire career, Swift has been judged not only by the stories she chooses to tell, but also how she chooses to tell them.

Swift pointed out in her Nashville speech that we tend to think about musical genres in relation to melody and production but often leave out the important issue of lyricism. Swift’s lyrics show that she’s keenly aware of how language and genre work together. How might we tell stories in a certain way to emphasize certain aspects? How might we categorize the events in our lives into genres, based on the established stories in our culture that they most resemble? And, just like in “The Story of Us,” what happens when you expect a story to be in one genre, and then it suddenly switches course? What happens when you can’t read life like a magazine?

For example, the moment in “White Horse” when the speaker comes to terms with the fact that her story is not the fairy tale she thought it was. Or when the speaker of “If This Was a Movie” realizes that her story bears no relation to the romances she’s been fed by Hollywood. Or the speaker of “Getaway Car” seeing that the affair is actually a circus, not a love story. We might think, too, of the speaker of “tolerate it,” who thought she was playing the main character in the story of her lover’s life but realizes she’s only a footnote. Or the speakers of “A Perfectly Good Heart,” “The Other Side of the Door,” and “exile,” who regret not being better readers and interpreters of their own stories. “The Smallest Man Who Ever Lived” implies that the romance the speaker thought was a joint, unfolding project—like the fresh page on the desk in “Cornelia Street”—was in fact a one-sided book of scurrilous gossip being written by her duplicitous lover.

Stories don’t always unfold as we expect them to, whether we’re reading them or telling them. Our expectations play a powerful role, perhaps without us even realizing. German scholar Hans Robert Jauss coined the phrase “horizon of expectations” to describe how we, as readers or listeners, approach a story. We come to it with cultural baggage, armed with knowledge and experience gained from the other stories we have read, which in turn prompt certain expectations. We might have these before we even start reading: book cover designs, for example, might hint at particular genres; the intro to a song might do the same.

Sometimes, these expectations make us easy targets for mischievous writers.

Swift’s 2017 album Reputation was, in her own words, a “bait and switch.” With its monochrome cover, black letter font, and first single, “Look What You Made Me Do”—whose video featured Swift as a zombie, surrounded by snakes, and wearing a lot of fishnet—it seemed to promise a story of gothic revenge and villainy. But it ultimately unfolded a romance, ending with the understated, tender ballad “New Year’s Day.” As one fan wrote on Reddit, “We all expected her to go dark and edgy after snakegate [see Chapter Six]—the love songs were the bigger shock.” Many fans referred to the abrupt shift as “whiplash.” For centuries, playful writers of literature have been doing the same: setting up our expectations and luring us in with one type of story, before gleefully surprising us with a sudden shift in genre, tone, or mood.

Aphra Behn, one of the earliest English novelists, published the short novel Oroonoko in 1688. It seemed to promise the gripping adventures of an African prince and the “unconceivable wonders” of far-flung countries. But then the titular Oroonoko is betrayed and enslaved, and the book becomes something rather different: a biting political critique of slavery and colonialism, and a meditation upon the importance of human dignity. Jonathan Swift (who, in my lectures, has now been demoted to “the other Swift”) did something similar with Gulliver’s Travels, tempting readers with an exotic, supposedly true-to-life travelogue, only to switch to political satire. (The many children’s versions of Gulliver tend to end at the point where the genre shifts). Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray seems to be a philosophical and social commentary on life at the turbulent end of the nineteenth century but then shifts into gothic horror. Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey does almost the opposite: we think we’re in a work of gothic horror, until it reveals itself to be a decidedly un-supernatural novel of manners, and a takedown of snobbish aristocrats. Holden Caulfield, narrator of J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, actually taunts us with our readerly expectations of a coming-of-age story, before telling us he’s not going to fulfill them: we’re not going to get any of that “David Copperfield kind of crap.”

Genre bending has become increasingly common in modern literature. We love a sudden twist in the tale. Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl starts off suggesting murder mystery, before morphing into a psychological thriller where the presumed victim becomes the villain. Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go seems to be a coming-of-age school story, but by the end resembles something more like science fiction. This shift has been adopted to productive effect in film and television, too: I’m reminded of the devastating finale to the British historical comedy Blackadder, which ended with the main characters all disappearing “over the top” into the trenches of the First World War. Takashi Miike’s film Audition starts off as a rom-com and ends in wince-inducing scenes of torture; a little like Bong Joon-Ho’s Parasite, which starts as a kind of situation comedy-cum-satire, before abruptly transitioning into a slasher film. Robert Rodriguez’s From Dusk Till Dawn begins as the kind of gritty crime thriller we’d expect from Quentin Tarantino, who wrote it, until it’s suddenly interrupted by a load of vampires.

Perhaps writers play around with genre because they realize, as Swift’s speakers often seem to do, that following existing scripts or stories is not always sufficient: they’re not always capacious enough to contain the complexities of our lives. In “Our Song” from her debut album, Swift’s speaker tells us she’s heard every album and listened to the radio but still hasn’t found “our song.” So what does she do? She grabs a pen and an old napkin.

Sometimes we need to throw caution to the winds, set all other stories aside, and write our own instead.

It’s an important moment of recognition—especially since it came at the beginning of Swift’s career—but it isn’t always representative of her style. As I’ll show throughout this book, Swift’s writing is often very intertextual. It situates itself in relation to a multitude of stories that are prominent in Western culture, from medieval romance to the gothic, from Romantic poetry to the Victorian novel. These stories are enduring for a reason, as I’ll explore in more depth in Chapters Two and Thirteen. Even when Swift is questioning and rewriting these stories, she’s still using them to try and make sense of her own.

“The Story of Us” ends with the seemingly decisive statement, “The End.” Yet this finality is not really typical of Swift’s music, which lives very much in the present tense. Singer Phoebe Bridgers once commented of Swift that “every ‘I’ is dotted, every story is finished,” but this is not really the case with the stories she tells. As the speaker of “Death by a Thousand Cuts” asks: “if the story’s over, why am I still writing pages?”

Reviewing Swift’s album evermore for Rolling Stone in 2020, Claire Shaffer observed that Swift “seems hesitant to give her characters happy endings, or endings in general,” and speculated that this might be because Swift is still “figuring out her own chapter right on the page.” What makes Swift’s music so fascinating, for many of us, is that we seem to watch this process play out almost in real time. Swift tells us a story, of her trying to tell her story, in relation to all of these other stories.

Put simply: Swift writes about writing. Like in “Hey Stephen,” when the speaker acknowledges that all of Stephen’s other admirers are beautiful, “but would they write a song for you?” and then giggles cheekily, perhaps at the sheer meta-ness of it all. Or “Dear John,” which ends with “the girl in the dress wrote you a song”—the song we’ve been listening to all along. The same thing happens in “Ours,” “Our Song,” and “I Bet You Think About Me.” Like the technique of breaking the fourth wall in theater or film (think House of Cards, American Psycho, Fleabag, Fight Club), these moments jolt us out of our suspension of disbelief and remind us that the story is a crafted fiction whose author can change it at any time.

For example, when the speaker in “Florida!!!” (voiced by Florence Welch) talks about imagining past lovers sinking into a swamp, then asks mischievously, “is that a bad thing to say in a song?” Well, if it is, then the damage is done—that song is already produced and packaged, since it’s reaching our ears via vinyl, CD, or streaming. But that’s not the point, of course—the point is to break the fourth wall and make the reader feel like they are there during the composition process. The speaker seems to question, in real time, what kind of story this is, and where it should go next—is a gothic motif (see Chapter Eleven) of burying past lovers in a swamp appropriate for this story? Or might there be another, better story to use as a framework for telling this one?

Speaking to journalism students at Belgium’s Thomas More University in 2024, I was asked by one of them what Swift’s popularity can tell us about our current times. I forget how I actually answered the question, but it was only later that day, on my way home, that I realized what I should have said (rather like that moment when you think of a fantastic comeback to an insult, hours too late). I think it tells us that we crave authenticity: in our stories, in our celebrities; in our celebrities’ stories. Swift has, from the beginning of her career, seemed to offer fans unmediated access to her inner life: lyrics lifted from the pages of her high school diaries; intimate details of both crushes and crushing despair; glimpses into her day-to-day via social media. Whether this is actually authentic is, of course, debatable, but the point is that it seems to be, and we lap it up. Moments of self-referentiality in Swift’s music, where she dispels the illusion of the microcosmic world she has built over three to four minutes, and starts talking about the prosaic details of songwriting, give us an impression of authenticity. We’re seeing every step of the process: we’re getting closer to Swift herself, not just the tale she has spun.

This should remind us of the instability of storytelling. Stories are fluid and ongoing and can change at any time. This fluidity is only exacerbated when the stories in question are songs, since every performance is a slightly different version, a tweaked retelling of an existing story. Consider the 2022 song “Karma,” which originally featured the lyric “karma is the guy on the screen,” referring to Swift’s then-partner, actor Joe Alwyn. At the Eras Tour performance in Buenos Aires in 2023, she changed the lyric to “Karma is the guy on the Chiefs,” referring to her new boyfriend, football player Travis Kelce (fans went wild at this updated version). Or “Mary’s Song,” inspired by Swift’s neighbors, a couple who met at ages seven and nine and were still deeply in love at eighty-seven and eighty-nine, which fans see as having spookily “predicted” Swift’s (born in ’89) romance with Kelce (whose football jersey features the number 87). As one fan pointed out, “it was Taylor’s song, but not her story. What a full-circle moment … The story is now hers.”

Even recorded stories are not set in stone, as Swift proved with her rerecordings of her masters, some of which have updated lyrics (“Better than Revenge”), and differ subtly in production from their originals.

And yet we cling to these stories greedily. Among her fans, Swift’s stories—shaped by other, older stories—have gained a hallowed, authoritative status in their own right; canonical tales that fans now use to tell their own stories, thereby continuing this complex web of intertextuality. As writer Anna Bogutskaya points out, “pop culture is the stories that we tell ourselves about ourselves. It’s our folklore.” And, perhaps, our folklore. Swift’s stories give us mouthpieces through which to speak our own stories now. In fact, the deluxe CD version of her 2019 album Lover included excerpts from her own diary entries alongside blank pages: an invitation for fans to meld their stories seamlessly with hers.

There is no “The End”—not really. We’re always still writing pages.

In an article for Pitchfork in 2024, Olivia Horn referred to Swift as “her own pantheon: a tragic hero and a vindicated villain; an inadvertent antitrust crusader and a one-woman stimulus package; an alleged climate criminal and fixer; The Person of the Year of the Girl.” We might also argue for her as a walking compendium of stories. Writing in The Atlantic that same year, Sophie Gilbert noted that “Swift has long constructed her identity out of archetype, cliche, and torn-up fragments of Americana.” But Gilbert also saw Swift’s latest (at the time of writing) album, The Tortured Poets Department, as a sign that “the legends and stories that both her music and her persona are built on simply don’t contain enough substance for her anymore.” We might remember the speaker of “Miss Americana & the Heartbreak Prince,” who back in 2019 saw American stories burning before her. What happens when all those stories are burned—no longer appropriate for Swift to use to tell her own story?

The only option, Gilbert declared, is for Swift to “write her own way out.”

What might it mean to write one’s way out? To extend a quill-clutching hand to the sky and grope one’s way heavenward from below the pressing weight of a billion pages?

Writers pondered something similar in the early twentieth century. Shocked by the loss of millions of young men to the First World War, they felt a sense that the traditional stories humanity used to try and make sense of the world were no longer adequate. To quote modernist writer Ezra Pound, writers and artists began to “Make it new”: to consciously depart from the past and interrogate every aspect of existence. Things were broken down into constituent parts and examined afresh, for example through the abstract art of Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse, or Marcel Duchamp’s “anti-art.” Writers experimented with new ways of depicting human thought and feeling (more on this in Chapter Three).

The second half of the twentieth century saw even greater distrust in those grand, overarching stories that claimed to make sense of the world, such as religion, or Freudian psychology, or Marxism. German philosopher Theodor Adorno famously declared that it would be barbaric to write poetry after Auschwitz: the horrors of the Holocaust had, for many, drawn a line in the sand in our understandings of how, and why, we might make and receive stories. This led to artistic experiments that fall under the umbrella of postmodernism. In the words of scholar Hans Bertens, postmodernism focuses on a “crisis in representation,” a sense that “the representations that we used to rely on can no longer be taken for granted.” The existing stories aren’t enough anymore. Postmodern literature is often characterized by genre bending, by self-referentiality, and by what we now call the “meta.” It encourages us to question everything we take for granted, especially the unspoken rules or contracts between a writer and a reader that pop up when a story is told; rules we maybe didn’t even realize were there, until we saw them broken.

In 1969, British author B. S. Johnson published The Unfortunates, a novel sold in a box in loose sections. The first and last chapters are specified, but the twenty-five sections in between can be read in any order (don’t even think about trying them all, though—there are 15.5 septillion possible combinations; even if you spent one second on each combination, that’s 492 trillion millennia). His experimental novel breaks an unspoken agreement between author and reader: that the author will impose logical order on a story to make it accessible, and that there is one, “correct,” authorial version of events. Novels like The Unfortunates force us, as readers, to remain awake and alert to the reading process and all it involves, rather than simply passively absorbing the story.

We might see Swift’s acoustic section “mash-ups” on the Eras Tour in a similar light. They remind us that all stories can be read as puzzle pieces within wider stories. They are arrangeable in infinite combinations, and there is no such thing as correct narrative order. We might want it from an author, but they might not always deliver.

Postmodernist works often break the fourth wall, speaking directly to the reader to get us thinking in more depth about our role in stories. Italian author Italo Calvino’s novel, If on a winter’s night a traveler, is partially written in the second person, and tells the story of the reader trying to read the book itself. It begins, “You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought. Let the world around you fade.” It’s what we call metafiction: literature that refuses to allow the reader to suspend disbelief and fully enter the fictional world, frequently reminding them instead that they’re reading a work of fiction.

It’s perhaps not too much of a jump from this to Swift’s aforementioned “You Are in Love.” “Dear Reader,” also written partially in the second person, urges the listener not to take advice from someone who’s falling apart; this is, of course, a piece of advice, and reminds us of our complicated relationship, as readers or listeners, with artists. With the line “you wouldn’t take my word for it if you knew who was talking,” Swift refuses to let us fully inhabit the world of the song, instead reminding us that narrators can be tricky and unreliable, and stories certainly don’t offer us reality.

Then there’s “I Can Do It with a Broken Heart,” where the speaker breaks the fourth wall in a way that tells us that the upbeat song we’re listening to, apparently sung by a woman having the time of her life, is in fact an expression of deepest misery. There’s an element of genre bending here, too, since the upbeat pace of the song contrasts sharply with the suicidal ideation in the lyrics. Something head-spinningly meta occurs when Swift performs this at the Eras Tour. The real-life crowd have to adopt split listening personalities: they chant MORE, fitting in with the narrative script Swift has given them in the song, while at the same time feeling sympathy for the heartbroken woman revealed within. In addition, the music video was filmed at the Eras Tour; footage of Swift seemingly having the time of her life is recontextualized within this new story about abject misery, then played to an audience who, the song tells us, have no idea how depressed the speaker really is; except that she’s telling them during the song. One Redditor described it as feeling like “a Black Mirror episode.”

Creative, meta-leaning storytelling strategies in music have been around long before Swift. Madonna has been referred to on multiple occasions as “postmodernism personified,” because of the way her music, aesthetics, and shifting personas reflect postmodernism’s interest in fragmentation, the blurring of genres, pastiche, and a distrust in overarching grand narratives. While Swift does seem to enjoy a good meta reference and takes a hammer to that fourth wall every now and again, we might actually see her as Madonna’s opposite when it comes to her use of stories. While Swift plays around with genres and archetypes, her music is certainly not as distrusting of traditional stories as it might be. In fact, Swift is forever trying on those stories in an attempt to make one of them fit her own. As I’ll explore in Chapter Seven, she shows skepticism of fairy-tale romance, but also a deep desire for that dream eventually to come true. While Reputation seems to show Swift abandoning control of her own narrative, it’s also tightly orchestrated according to scripts drawn from gothic literature, as I’ll show in Chapter Eleven. In exposing the institutionalized gaslighting underlying centuries of oppression of “mad women” and suggesting that we might break free from these limiting stories, Swift in fact follows in the footsteps of nineteenth- and twentieth-century stories, as we’ll see in Chapter Nine. This book explores, toward its close, what it might mean for Swift to “write her way out” of these stories and truly flip the narrative script at the peak of her fame—and whether that’s even possible.

I want to end with a poem; one that, despite being written in the fourteenth century, manages to be somewhat postmodern, centuries before postmodernism even had a name. It’s called “The House of Fame,” and it’s written by Geoffrey Chaucer, sometimes named “the father of English poetry” (and whose other progeny we’ll look at in some of the following chapters). In this poem, the narrator—apparently Chaucer himself—is visited by a magic eagle sent by the mythical god Jupiter. Jupiter wants to reward Chaucer, who has worked diligently to tell the world all about Cupid and Venus (i.e., about love) via his poetry, without any compensation thus far for his long nights of toil. The eagle takes him to a marvelous palace belonging to Fame, who is personified as a woman with as many eyes as there are feathers on a bird, and as many ears and tongues as there are hairs on mammals. Fame’s house lies between heaven, earth, and sea, and everything that is ever spoken ends up there. She’s surrounded by pillars upon which stand famous warriors, musicians, and writers, arguing among themselves over whose stories are true. There’s also a chaotic crush of people, buzzing like bees in a hive and demanding an audience with Fame herself. Some of them crave renown, some ask that their names disappear forever; she decides, entirely arbitrarily, what will become of their stories.

Fame asks Chaucer why he’s there. He tells her he wants some new stories. He’s then led to a house made of colored twigs, shaped like a cage but full of open doors. In and out of these openings fly stories: whispered, gossiped, murmured stories of war, peace, marriage, labor, voyages, and more (the list of these different types of stories goes on for sixteen lines). There are people in this cage-house, too, telling stories they swear are true. As soon as one person hears a story, they go and tell someone else but embellish it a little; this person then retells the story and does the same. Chaucer likens this game of telephone to “fire that can burn a city down from a single spark.” Sometimes a true story and a false story race each other to get out of the house first, find themselves stuck together in the door, so decide to merge together and fly as one. As you might imagine, it’s chaos. Sailors and pilgrims arrive, carrying boxes of lies to be deposited in the cage. People stampede over one another, crying out for more news, more gossip, and questioning what they hear. It’s pandemonium, but finally Chaucer spies a man who seems about to restore order.

“He seemed to be,” Chaucer tells us, “a man of great authority.”

And there the poem ends.

Who is this man of great authority? Modern editions of Chaucer publish “The House of Fame” with a note that it’s an unfinished poem, ending abruptly as it does, but there are also theories that Chaucer’s abrupt ending is deliberate. For perhaps this is the point: there is no man of great authority. There are no original, true, unadulterated stories: only what French theorist Roland Barthes would call, centuries later, “tissues of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers of culture.” All stories are patchworks of other stories, and while many of them claim authority, we can never be certain. We can never predict which stories will endure, and which will fall into obscurity, for Fame is a capricious creature. Yet despite this, we clamor for more stories that we know, deep down, can never be truly new. Maybe there’s no such thing as objective truth. Everything is narrative, and narrative—like her mistress, Fame—is flawed and flighty.

We might see Taylor Swift’s discography as a kind of palace of fame, too. Like Chaucer’s, Swift’s lyrical palace includes all manner of stories. It’s packed to the rafters with, in Swift’s words, “all the he said, she said.” These stories jostle against each other, vying for dominance; sometimes, one gets the upper hand and ousts another; sometimes, they merge into a hybrid creation as they fly out of the door into the ether. They might cry earnestly that they’re offering us the truth, only to admit later that that truth has been replaced with another, truer truth; the guy on the screen becomes the guy on the Chiefs; the revenge story becomes the love story. More stories arrive all the time: new songs, rerecorded old songs, and mash-ups of songs are added to the catalog. What happens to these stories after they’ve flown free is unpredictable and follows no rhyme or reason. Some endure to ring out through the halls of the palace of posterity; some melt into oblivion. Some are taken up by Swift’s listeners and shaped into yet more stories, tied by the most delicate of invisible strings to their ancestors. There is no man, nor woman, of great authority to control these stories, which are in perpetual motion; to try to control them, in fact, is only to expose how uncontrollable they really are. That is an inescapable part of their intrigue and their appeal.

This book will take you, on the back of a metaphorical eagle, to Swift’s palace of fame. We will wander through its cavernous halls, looking at and listening to some of the many stories Swift has invoked over the course of her career. Some take the form of barely there allusions, drifting through the halls like ghosts; others are overt, playful name-drops who stand on pillars to proclaim their importance. They are, in many ways, the stories of us: stories humanity has told and retold for centuries. Perhaps they survived out of sheer luck or coincidence, because Fame was in a benevolent mood that day; or perhaps they endure because, at their core, they resemble the stories many of us are likely to experience in our own lives, even now. We will look at all these things on our journey: the survival of stories, the whims of Fame, the fluttering elusiveness of truth, and the (wo)man of great authority who may or may not be the mastermind behind it all.

And so, onward we go—to the palace. Next chapter!






Chapter Two Who’s Taylor Swift Anyway: Controversy and the Canon



To read the promiscuous rubbish of the present time to the exclusion of the select treasures of the past, is to substitute the worse for the better.

—Thomas Love Peacock, “The Four Ages of Poetry”



In December 2023, Taylor Swift was named “Person of the Year” by Time magazine. This accompanied her first magazine profile since 2019, in which she speculated that her success might herald a new era in terms of how we relate to female fandom. Women, she said, have typically been fed the message that the things we gravitate toward—“girlhood, feelings, love, breakups, analyzing those feelings, talking about them nonstop, glitter, sequins!”—are more frivolous than the things men stereotypically gravitate toward. Yet the “feminine extravaganza”—to use Swift’s words—that was the summer of 2023 had signaled a heartening change. The combined cultural impact of Beyoncé’s Renaissance Tour, Greta Gerwig’s Barbie, and Swift’s own Eras Tour had proven that girls’ culture is a significant force to be reckoned with.

In the same week as Swift’s magazine feature, a friend sent me a link to something she had stumbled across on social media: a conversation between two of my students. One expressed how much she had enjoyed my Taylor Swift class: “It really felt like a cozy book club with the girls!” She shared a photo of the pastel-colored friendship bracelets that I’d awarded to students who had made extra effort. Another student replied: “So silly sometimes, but always a good atmosphere! She really needs to make more lessons for the girls at Ghent.”

I took it as the highest compliment: that I had somehow turned a master’s course into a space that could also accommodate silliness, girlishness, and coziness. This should not come as a surprise since Swift’s discography and public persona encompass all of these things. Yet that very girlishness and silliness are what also see her so often dismissed.

In the song “cardigan,” from Swift’s 2020 album folklore, the speaker reminisces about young love. Sultry scenes of teenage romance are punctuated by the heartfelt refrain that when you are young, people assume you know nothing. It’s an assumption that the speaker goes on to prove wrong: she knew everything when she was young, including the fact that her erstwhile lover would come back to her. She references an English literary classic, Peter Pan, to describe her experience. Much like J. M. Barrie’s novel, “cardigan” is an ambivalent portrayal of growing up. It celebrates the loss of innocence but also wistfully regrets it. It’s a bittersweet anthem to a vividly felt girlhood that is long gone, but that can be revisited and reexperienced through memory, preserved eternally inside its own lyrical Neverland.

We might read the speaker of “cardigan” as a cipher for Swift herself: often underestimated and dismissed, for reasons that have a lot to do with her dedication to girlhood and the feminine.

“You drew stars around my scars,” sings the speaker of “cardigan.” It’s clear, after nearly two decades of her career, that Swift has done the same to a whole generation of fans, particularly women. Time referred to it as “the real Taylor Swift effect.” She gives women and girls “permission to believe that their interior lives matter,” a balm to soothe their frequent dismissal by patriarchal society.

I experienced a fair amount of this dismissal in August 2023, when news of my master’s course, English Literature (Taylor’s Version), spread across the Internet. Amid the hate mail and comments along the lines of “how fucking low, academically, can you get” (to quote comedian Ricky Gervais) ran a significant red thread. “It’s an auditorium, not a kindergarten,” wrote one snide Belgian journalist. “How is this literature? She [Swift] only writes about boys and breakups,” read multiple comments on Instagram. “What a load of juvenile crap”; “another boring, mainstream act for kids.” As commenters used my course as a scapegoat to express their pent-up hatred of Taylor Swift, accusations of childishness kept intersecting with pejorative references to girlhood; specifically, to youthful heartbreak. Femininity itself, and its emotions, were being framed as something awkward and embarrassing, to be shrugged off and grown out of as soon as possible. Yet, at the same time, I was being inundated with heartfelt requests—from both men and women, all over the world—to participate in this “cozy book club for the girls.”

As Swift herself identified in Time, the ways in which young people—especially women—select and consume culture has long been perceived as problematic. English novelist Jane Austen wrote Northanger Abbey during a period when the novel was increasingly identified as a woman’s form (by the end of the eighteenth century, half of novels published were penned by women). As Austen’s decidedly unheroic teenage heroine, Catherine Morland, transitions into society, she is surrounded by people, mostly men, telling her what she should and should not read. The plot of Northanger Abbey hinges upon Catherine’s brains having been so addled by gothic novels that, in an awkward moment, she insinuates that her prospective father-in-law, General Tilney, murdered his wife. Perhaps Austen was thinking of Scottish poet Robert Burns’s poem, “O Leave Novels”:


O leave novels, ye Mauchline belles,

Ye’re safer at your spinning-wheel;

Such witching books are baited hooks.



Yet Northanger Abbey is in fact a passionate defense of women’s reading. The world is unfortunately not as safe as we might like, and, for those of us who do not have the option of simply retreating to our spinning wheels, fiction can make us safer by making us smarter. Catherine is ultimately correct about General Tilney, who turns out to be a thoroughly horrible man (although, admittedly, not guilty of uxoricide).

Austen criticizes the fact that novels, a predominantly feminine form, are not given a privileged position within society, despite—to use her words—showcasing the greatest powers of the mind, the most thorough knowledge of human nature, and the liveliest wit and humor, all in the “best chosen language.”

Fast forward to the twenty-first century, and Austen might well have been describing Taylor Swift’s discography.

Whenever we unpack what seems to be mere snobbery—whether about Swift or Austen, Twilight or One Direction—we tend to find something more specific and targeted. As Mila Volpe points out, “aesthetic judgements are always moral judgements.” To criticize the popular is often a way of pigeonholing and then dismissing “ordinary” people. This is especially the case when those people identify as female. As scholar Margaret Beetham points out, women have historically been seen as prone to the dangers of “inappropriate reading.” This was just another way in which misogyny manifested itself: dismissing women as fundamentally irrational creatures, governed by feelings rather than intellect, and thus particularly susceptible to novels of high emotion. Like Austen’s Catherine, it was feared that they would interpret such novels as real rather than fictional and get carried away by their imaginations.

In all of this, the specter of childishness surfaces again. In a study of readers’ responses to the Twilight series, Anne Helen Petersen found that “adult readers are ashamed of reading in a style usually associated with young girls.” It’s as if the heightened emotion and passion that saturates the Twilight saga—and other similar magnets for female fandom—should have been locked away and neatly bracketed off within adolescence, not permitted to spill out into the more refined contours of adulthood. It brings to mind the medieval notion of women as embarrassingly leaky vessels, whose messy emotions the weary patriarchy is perpetually tasked with keeping in check.

If this is so, then Taylor Swift has unapologetically opened the floodgates.

Overwhelmingly female, the Swiftie community receives frequent—often derogatory—media attention for their pack-like mentality and tendency to persecute anyone they feel has threatened their idol. While some of this may be justified (and will be discussed in later chapters), much of it is rooted in misogyny. As one of my students pointed out, female fans “are systematically delegated to one or more categories of ‘screaming fangirls,’ ‘obsessed consumers,’ ‘addicted stalkers,’ and ‘parasocial girlfriend wannabes.’ ” Feminist media scholar Melissa A. Click has noted the disparity in cultural representations of “fanboys” versus “fangirls”: the former attract respect, the latter are often ridiculed (indeed, to “fangirl” over something is shorthand for behaving embarrassingly and emotionally). American music critic Jessica Hopper once tweeted, “Replace the word ‘fangirl’ with ‘expert’ and see what happens” (which, in fact, once happened to me: a screenshot of me on the BBC with a banner under my name proclaiming “Academic and Taylor Swift Expert” constitutes the pinnacle of my career).


OEBPS/e9781639369904/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword: Dear Readers


		Chapter 1: The Stories of Us: Writing About Writing


		Chapter 2: Who’s Taylor Swift Anyway: Controversy and the Canon


		Chapter 3: Why We’re Still Singing Along: Swift and Style


		Chapter 4: Nothing New: Inspiration, Creation, and Anxiety


		Chapter 5: No One Knows What to Say: Death, Grief, and Elegy


		Chapter 6: Call It What You Want: Reputation, Interpretation, and Control


		Chapter 7: This Ain’t a Fairy Tale: Chivalry and the Dream of Romance


		Chapter 8: False Gods and Crimson Clover: Love, War, and Worship


		Chapter 9: They’ll Tell You I’m Insane: The Madwoman


		Chapter 10: Out of the Woods: Writing Nature


		Chapter 11: Bad Blood: The Villain, the Victim, Ghosts, and the Gothic


		Chapter 12: I’m the Problem, It’s Me: The Anti-Hero


		Chapter 13: A Book Covered in Cobwebs: Adaptation and Afterlives


		Discussion Questions


		Books to Put Beside Your Bed: Reading List


		Playlist of Songs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword: Dear Readers


		Discussion Questions


		Books to Put Beside Your Bed: Reading List


		Playlist of Songs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		IV








OEBPS/e9781639369904/fonts/MortModern-08Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639369904/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639369904/fonts/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781639369904/images/9781639369904.jpg
SWIFTERATURE

A LOVE STORY: ENGLISH LITERATURE AND TAYLOR SWIFT

Elly McCausland






OEBPS/e9781639369904/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639369904/images/title.jpg
SWIFTERATURE

A LOVE STORY: ENGLISH LITERATURE AND TAYLOR SWIFT

Elly McCausland

s

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





