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Music is a medium that transcends throughout more than just our lifetime, but through the course of history itself, and we as people share a deep seeded connection with music. We have come from the first humble, simple instruments and muttered hymns, to intricate electronic music and songwriting, all via powerful figures that changed how music is created and implemented to society and to all peoples. Stephen Foster, a young, ambitious man from Lawrenceville, Pennsylvania (“Stephen Foster”), desired to make a living as a professional songwriter; yet, this field did not exist at the time. Just like Foster in his endeavors and eventual fame, an American icon today upholds the same degree of humble desires in song writing—today a viciously competitive field—a young, Pennsylvania-raised girl named Taylor Swift. These two moguls of the music industry were able to transcend genres and introduce lyrical greatness to their respective genres; although their lyrical development and fame were poles apart.


Stephen Foster innovated the first written sheet music and even performed his own music live. This advent in the music industry was one of monumental proportions, in that no one had ever written music for distribution and sale. Before anyone knew it, Foster’s sheet music was spread all over the country. Sheet music spread like wildfire across America, and Foster found himself moving away from his beginnings as an artist to franchising himself: selling and performing songs. Once people realized the potential for the songwriting industry, producers jumped at the opportunity to sign a writer and have talented musicians perform and turn a huge profit.

Foster’s original genre of choice was in the form of black face minstrelsy shows, in which Foster would perform his songs with blatant, racist jest, in black face. This kind of performance eventually acquired distaste from the public with the abolition of slavery and the emergence of black equality ideals sprouting in the United States over time. Eventually, Foster had to compromise his early ambitions to keep up with the industry he had single handedly created. This change in lyricism was welcomed with wide arms countrywide. Foster’s songs became the inspiration for many other new artists, producers were paying top dollar for his sheet music, and states, such as Kentucky and Florida,  were declaring some of his music as their official state songs (“Stephen Foster”). Foster’s turn away from minstrelsy had led way to great fame and huge successes in the music industry.  


Taylor Swift, also grew up and was raised in Pennsylvania like Foster, and was a young country music singer and songwriter. When Taylor was just fourteen years old she moved to Nashville, Tennessee (“Taylor Swift”) to pursue her dream of being a part of the country music industry. A small independent label, Big Machine Records, signed her as a songwriter. She wrote songs with professional songwriters after she got out of school. The record company and other songwriters marveled at her tremendous songwriting ability. Soon thereafter, RCA Records signed Swift after her performance of one of her musical sets at a showcase in New York (“Taylor Swift”). After completing her first album Swift went on to become “the youngest artist to ever be signed by Sony/ATV Music Publishing Company” (“Taylor Swift”).  Swift’s talent in writing and performing her own music was what made her into such a sweeping success. Her third single “Our Song,” which she wrote and performed herself, made her the “youngest person to single-handedly write and perform a number one song on the Country Music Charts” (“Taylor Swift”). 

She had reignited country music as a relevant genre to the young generation of the time by writing narrative songs about her personal life and modern day issues that younger people could relater to. Her catchy hooks and powerful voice added to her incredible lyrics and her innovative new twist to the sound of country music. Taylor Swift’s success skyrocketed in the country genre; her second album, Fearless, won her four Grammy Awards in 2009. She was a music industry icon, not only in the country genre, but her relatable lyrics branched out into pop music as well. 

At first country music enthusiasts enjoyed the new voice and the youthful rejuvenation of their preferred genre, but after a couple more albums her style had begun to grow into something entirely different. Everyone wanted to capitalize on this popular culture icon, and Swift gave in to popular demands branching further and further into the pop genre, shifting away from her country roots to keep up with a quickly evolving taste in music styles. With times and tastes changing Taylor Swift had quickly become what most referred to as a “sell out” leaving behind her from her country roots and southern narrative lyrical intensity, to cater to pop culture pressures. Although she still wrote and performed her own music, Swift’s message went from true, deep, and meaningful lyrics about life, teenage angst, and love, to just another pop singer talking about parties and boys. She began dabbling into other musical fields like dubstep, electronic music and most recently came out with an album collaborating rapper Snoop Lion; a near polar opposite of her acoustic tone; yet, still upheld her powerful lyricism. 

Both Foster and Swift were subject to drastic changes imposed upon them by social influences on the music industry. The two music giants were forced to concede to popular demand and overwhelming distaste for their origins in music, and change their style and message. Foster’s change went from one of slanderous and comedic racist minstrelsy performances to some of the most influential songs of American music history. His songs became based around the human condition, relatable desires and feelings, and a sense of pride with catchy hooks ahead of his time. As for Swift, her experience was quite the opposite of Foster’s, in that her original songs were meaningful narrative songs with relatable lyrics that spoke to the younger generation in a huge way, to becoming a cookie-cutter pop icon, and a publicity figure for the paparazzi. Her songs had transcended genres, but at the cost of her lyrical integrity; from lyrics like: “Our song is the slamming screen door, sneakin’ out late, tapping on your window. When you’re on the phone and you talk real slow, ‘cause it’s late and your mama don’t know. Our song is the way you laugh. The first date: ‘Man, I didn’t kiss her, and I should have.’ And when I got home ‘fore I said amen, asking God if he could play it again” (Swift, Taylor. “Our Song Lyrics”); to synthesized and voice altered lyrics like: “It feels like one of those nights. We ditch the whole scene. It feels like one of those nights. We won't be sleeping. It feels like one of those nights. You look like bad news. I gotta have you. I gotta have you.”(Swift, Taylor. “22 Lyrics”) Taylor Swift’s drop off from romanticized lyrics about falling in love had undergone almost a complete change in genre, and the world fell out of love with her. 
The two share a common, simple upbringing in Pennsylvania, and went off to pursue their desires as songwriters. Stephen Foster moved to Cincinnati, Ohio in 1846, to work as a bookkeeper; meanwhile, he began writing his first songs. “Oh! Susanna” was one of Foster’s first written songs and it became the unofficial anthem of the California Gold Rush in 1848-1849. Taylor Swift left Pennsylvania as well, and moved to Nashville, Tennessee to pursue her career as a singer/ songwriter, with plenty of songs already under her belt. Her first song to hit it big was “Our Song,” which elevated her to stardom in the songwriting community. The two stars alos shared in that their initial musical genre could not keep up with changing times and they had to compromise their original pursuits to remain relevant in industries they either created from scrath—Foster—or reinvented in a revolutionary way—Swift. Even with their sacrifices of originality in order to appease the masses, they were able to win over the people of their respective times without fail. In their pursuits in a musical career, both Foster and Swift had such success and such a huge impact on American lyricism that they were both inducted as members of the Songwriters Hall of Fame (“Songwriters Hall). 

Although Swift and Foster had eerily similar beginnings and successes in the music industry, the two had brought something new to the field of songwriting nearly opposite one another in their impact on American lyricism. Foster brought about the industry and was established as the “father of American music” (Emerson) due to the way he revolutionized the distribution of document format music on a large scale, sending his songs around the country unlike anyone else had ever done. Taylor Swift took the world by surprise with her songwriting talent when she entered the industry, and revolutionized lyricism in the country music genre and used songwriting as a means to remain relevant in music. 

From their great successes in songwriting the two superpowers had converse directions. Foster’s growth and enormous fame came from his genre change imposed by societal disagreements with his performances. When Foster began writing lyrics about the American people and real-life struggles of the common man, producers and fans alike, flocked to him. Swift started out on top of her genre with an expertise in songwriting, but society at the time was bombarded with new musical breakthroughs regularly. This was due to the eruption of online music and its capacity to allow anyone to produce any kind of music right out of their home and become famous. Taylor conceded to popular desire and overwhelming competition, and wrote at a lesser level of lyricism. She made this sacrifice of her lyrical depth in order to appease the fans that were turning away to other mediums for music. 


These two giants in the music industry were able to dominate and both were able to make their careers for themselves, adapt to the changes of societal demand, and revolutionize the music industry. Stephen Foster and Taylor Swift are two iconic people that made an outstanding difference in the everlasting, human experience of music and in its roots storytelling. Lyricism and songwriting flowed through these idolized Americans that found ways to keep the music industry moving and always on its toes, never ceasing to disappoint their audience. Stephen Foster is a much more influential character in the world and industry of music than Taylor Swift, but their skill and breakthrough songwriting talents are unparalleled. Music truly had transcended through these two powerful figures; and these two powerful figures have impacted music in its transformative properties and its creative processes.
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