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Prologue: On the Trail

JUST LEARNING

O this learning, what a thing it is!
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TAMING OF THE SHREW 1.2.159

My office is what you would imagine an English professor’s office to
be, piled high with student papers, and with writings I have studied
by poets and playwrights, some still unknown. But intermixed with
the literary texts are others by felons, zealots, or nameless resentniks
whose identity or actions were of sufficient interest to the press, po-
lice, attorneys, or my fellow academics for someone to ask, “Who
wrote this thing?” Two locked file cabinets, four drawers deep, are
crammed with literary hoaxes, Internet libels, corporate shenanigans,
terrorist threats, bogus wills, extortion letters, and anonymous ha-
rassments—and that’s just the stuff I have had to save.

Some of the texts are well known: Primary Colors, the Unabom
manifesto and Kaczynski papers, the Lewinsky-Tripp “Talking
Points,” the Atlanta-Birmingham “Army of God” letters, the JonBenét
Ramsey ransom note. Somewhere under all of that is my own work
of comparing and analyzing great literature, of teasing out the
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identifiers that let us know with confidence that a found composition
is, indeed, say, a lost Beethoven or, in my case, a lost work of Shake-
speare.

The story I have to tell is least of all my own. It is the fulfillment
of what most of us would recognize, at first, as clichés. But those
clichés have turned out, to my surprise, to be powerful and prophetic,
which may account for their endurance: They can run but not hide.
The devil is in the details. We reveal ourselves most when we try to
disguise ourselves. We make our destiny. Murder will out. It is the
story of how my work in dusty libraries and forgotten stacks of man-
uscripts drew me into headline battles I might have done well to
avoid—but I have had, at least, the consolation of a front-row seat. It
is not about me, but of all the mysteries we will explore, the most
preposterous is how I ever came to be involved in the often grim work
of police detectives, the FBI, federal prosecutors, and public defend-
ers. If the story I have to tell were fiction, where the truth does not
greatly matter and where the blood is not real, the incongruity would
be comical: What is this Shakespeare scholar doing at a desk in a police
situation room or at a podium at the FBI Academy?

It is a story of how the study of the textual nuances of Shakespear-
ean language propelled me onto the stage of public dramas, some taw-
dry, others ghastly and brutal. Events of the past few years have called
me away from the eloquent lands of Dunsinane and Elsinore, where
there prevails a sort of poetic quasi-justice, to investigate texts of ter-
rorism, political intrigue, and murder, and anonymous writings
having no other purpose than to obstruct justice—and back again,
safely, to the two-dimensional world of literary study. It has been said
that Shakespeare soars on poetry and litters the stage with carnage.
But this carnage—stabbings, bombings, slander, murder—was real.

WHAT AM I DOING HERE?

Raised on the Good Book, I discovered the Great Books while wan-
dering the globe as a young adult. They came alive to me not in the
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classroom but in the world itself, where they were written. When my
wife, Gwen, and I returned to California in 1977, Gwen enrolled at
UC Santa Cruz while I took a teaching post that required no creden-
tial and paid $400 a month. It was where I learned about writing,
though I was supposed to be teaching it. As director of the Soquel
High School Writing Center, I trained the best students (volunteers
who received academic credit) to assist the less capable. To visit the
Center for help, students had to request a pass from their English
teacher. Some came to better their writing skills, others to get out of
English class. I did not really know each student by personality, but
came to recognize them by their writing, in their problems, or in their
brilliance: Brian—smart but can’t spell. Ellen—bound to use passive
voice. Justin—pronoun reference, parallel construction. Some, like
Shakespeare’s comic constables, Elbow and Dogberry, made fritters
of the English tongue, though native-born. I remember one sopho-
more who could think of nowhere to go with his book report after
his first sentence, which nonetheless sang and resonated with echoes
of the ancient Anglo-Saxon: “This book is fuct.”

One must eat. I enrolled in San Jose State University for the simple
purpose of getting a teaching certificate. Looking through the 1978
catalog’s fall offerings, my eye was caught by a graduate course in
Shakespeare taught by Professor Scott Hymas. He was a genial, pipe-
smoking scholar of the old school, who neither published nor perished
but was a damned good teacher, a master, one of the best I've known.
Since returning to the States I had spent my days with the expository
prose of earnest, hardworking adolescents. My evenings and week-
ends were now spent with Shakespeare, who gave me back not just
the Globe, but the world, in majestic verse and iambic pentameter. I
put the real world on a back burner and forgot about it.

KNOCK, KNOCK

I was not looking for Shakespeare in 1984 when I found “A Funeral
Elegy” by “W.S.,” nor even looking for a good murder mystery—the
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poem is about a 1612 homicide victim—nor did I immediately rec-
ognize the verse as creditable to the greatest writer in the history of
the English language. Twelve years later, having connected “W.S.”
with Shakespeare, I found myself on the front page of the New York
Times, and hooked by my pants suspenders to a fast-moving train. I
had to run fast to keep up. The arcane world of dusty archival libraries
suddenly melted into a blur of political intrigue and criminal mayhem.
This was not entirely un-Shakespearean in itself, but I was unprepared
for the transition from academic discussions of fictional violence and
cupidity to being a principal in cases involving corporate fraud or
political scandal or homicidal violence.

The methodology I had used to ascertain the provenance of the
“Funeral Elegy”—which is academic for Why I Pinned It on Shake-
speare—was immediately understood by prosecutors and other prob-
ers to be a useful tool for unmasking the identities and hidden hands
behind terrorist tracts, blackmail letters, and the like. The scientific
analysis of a text—how mind and a hand conspire to commit acts of
writing—can reveal features as sharp and telling as anything this side
of fingerprints and DNA. Although we disguise our writing voice, it
can never be fully masked. After the crime, the words remain. Like
fingerprints and DNA.

I should add that another cliché soon to be proved to me was No
good deed goes unpunished. Early in 1996 when I analyzed the text
and concluded that reporter Joe Klein was the “Anonymous” author
of Primary Colors, his colleagues forgave him for lying to their faces
faster than he has me for telling the truth in New York magazine. But
on the basis of that highly visible display of what was an arcane schol-
arly method, I have for the past several years been called into service,
by press or police, as a gumshoe.

Not even after Primary Colors did it occur to me that my field of
critical expertise might have application and usefulness outside aca-
demia—not until November 1996, when I was asked to examine the
writings of a former university professor, Theodore J. Kaczynski.
Two months later, with the known writings of the Unabomber sitting
on my desk beside known writings by the defendant, I stepped back-
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ward through the looking glass and found myself in the real world
again for the first time in years. Having entered literary studies in
1978, the same year in which Ted Kaczynski began his bombing cru-
sade, I was now presented with a fresh challenge: to develop a science
of literary forensics, to adapt for the courts and, later, for criminal
investigations a methodology that was originally intended for the
study of anonymous poems, plays, and novels.

DISARMING DEVICES

With unattributed texts—say, an e-mail from a Hotmail.com address,
or a pseudonymous letter to the editor, or even a lyric poem—it is
often impossible to connect the voice (the persona, the internal “I” of
the text) with the name of whoever actually wrote the document. But
with most anonymous texts, from Anglo-Saxon lays, to Elizabethan
playscripts, to Internet libels, stylistic evidence can take us a lot fur-
ther than many scholars and detectives have realized. Drawing on the
success of my precursors in attributional research, and learning from
their mistakes, I have sought to develop reliable methods by which to
distinguish one writer’s language from another’s.

Though it would be interesting to examine the language of identical
twins for possible exceptions, I venture to say that no two individuals
write exactly the same way, using the same words in the same com-
binations, or with the same patterns of spelling and punctuation. No
two adults in the same family (or corporation or motorcycle gang)
have read the same books. No one writes consistently fluent sentences.
It is that pattern of difference in each writer’s use of language, and the
repetition of distinguishing traits, that make it possible for a text an-
alyst to discover the authorship of anonymous, pseudonymous, or
forged documents.

Police detectives and literary scholars study different but analo-
gous kinds of evidence. There is the “external” evidence, including
personal testimony. External evidence on a bomb or murder wea-
pon may include blood type, fingerprints, or traces of DNA. The




6 + PROLOGUE: ON THE TRAIL

corresponding evidence to be gleaned from anonymous writing may
include such indicators as place of publication, or postmarks and mail-
ing address. If there is an abundance of external evidence, text analysis
may not be required at all. But most homicides and many anonymous
documents are the work of people who do not wish to be recognized
and who have, in fact, taken pains to efface or to falsify the external
evidence.

“Internal evidence” is more difficult for the unknown felon or poet
to expunge or conceal, often because the culprit is unable to perceive
the difference between his own and someone else’s work product.
Even when leaving no fingerprints or an explicit signature, bomb
builders leave traces of their identity on every device, not just iden-
tifiable tool marks, but the type and arrangement of initiator, trigger,
fuel, oxidizer, wiring, shrapnel, or packaging, all of which may distin-
guish one pipe bomb from another, one builder from another—just
as the evidence of watermarked paper or typewriter font in an anon-
ymous document may be augmented by matters of page-formatting,
punctuation, or vocabulary. In a bomb investigation, the study of
component materials may establish where the offender acquired his
physical materials. Corresponding study may lead the textual inves-
tigator to the sources from which an unknown writer has gathered
ideas and phraseology. More broadly, there is the matter of “style,”
the distinctive way in which individuals select and assemble materials
to construct either bombs or pieces of writing.

The police or media investigations for which my assistance is
sought typically involve one or more Questioned Documents (QDs),
texts of unknown provenance or authorship. I look at language, not
penmanship. Too often I’ve seen myself mentioned as a “handwriting”
expert, which I’'m not, or as a “computer expert,” which is a joke. It
has also been reported that I have a crystal-ball computer program:
you just feed an anonymous, pseudonymous, or forged text into Don
Foster’s amazing computer, along with some known writing samples
by identified authors, and the software spits out a name: “William
Shakespeare,” “Ted Kaczynski,” “Joe Klein.” I wish it were that easy.
I don’t miss much, but the work is time-consuming, and the time
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spent is sometimes wasted, producing no more than a “maybe,” or no
attribution at all.

I have learned a lot in the past few years about criminological
applications for linguistic analysis and how to present the evidence to
investigative agencies or to the courts. While forensic experts like
Henry Lee or Roy Hazelwood look at weapons and bodies, I consider
words and punctuation. They do the bullet wounds and bite marks,
I do indentation and split infinitives. They do body parts and DNA,
I handle the ABC’s and parts of speech. Text analysis, whether per-
formed for professional literary studies or for the FBI, is a labor-
intensive and stressful business. Apprehensive, I sometimes feel as if
the work I’ve done bears comparison with that of an agent whose job
it is to dismantle explosives: if I should get it right, my reward is a
sigh of relief. If I make a mistake, however slight, I'd better duck, fast.

WORDS, WORDS, WORDS

When asked, Who wrote this document?, 1 usually begin the inquiry
by asking of text databases, Where else can I find similar language and
writing habits? That question may not lead me to the author, but it’s
usually good for information about the author’s age, religion, edu-
cation, job, motivation, or ideology. Study of an anonymous text does
not always produce a decisive attribution, but I can usually narrow
the field of suspects by isolating the geographic, ethnic, socioeco-
nomic, corporate, or professional milieu to which the unknown writer
belongs.

Whether for literary or criminal investigation, words are my stock-
in-trade. A criminal offender hoping to avoid detection may change
his appearance, his job, his place of residence. When questioned, he
may change his story. Writers, too, may lie, denying their responsi-
bility for a controversial or profitable or incriminating text. But none
of us can easily change our basic vocabulary, our personal store of
available words. Human beings, in that respect, are the prisoners of
their own language. We write from within a repertoire in which
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certain thoughts and words and spellings are available to us while
others are not.

Some words, of course, are content-specific. Two documents about
making salad from “dandelion greens” may have been written by the
same person (in this example, Ted Kaczynski), or one writer may have
borrowed from another; but if two documents about gardening men-
tion the words “dandelion,” “hoe,” and “trellis,” that may indicate
not common authorship or indebtedness but only a shared topic.

Familiar words misused can be helpful indicators as well. If an
anonymous document advises its readers, “If at first you don’t suc-
ceed, preserve! because you can’t win without preservance,” possible
authors would include George W. Bush. If another anonymous doc-
ument speaks of “changing the unforeseen and irreversible events that
may not occur,” or applauds “the bondage between a mother and
child,” possible authors would include Dan Quayle. It is not just the
words that a writer uses but the way in which those words are used or
abused that makes it possible to distinguish one writer from another.

ORTHOGRAPHY AND PUNCTUATION

Whether for literary study or a criminal investigation, I consider the
manner in which quotation marks, carets, cross-outs, dashes, and el-
lipses are written or typed. I look at handwritten symbols, dollar
signs, ampersands; at the use or omission of periods with abbrevia-
tions and acronyms; at the writer’s use of hyphens, commas, periods,
colons, semicolons, slashes, spacing, capitalization. No two writers
have identical skills and preferences. Shakespeare, writing with a goose
quill, punctuated his texts lightly and, by modern standards, incor-
rectly. Ted Kaczynski, working usually on a manual typewriter, punc-
tuated scrupulously but heavily, often placing unneeded commas
before “because” and semicolons before “but.” The Atlanta-
Birmingham bomber writes “E.T.C.” for “etc.,” with extra periods.
One suspect in the JonBenét Ramsey homicide wrote “etc.” in all
known writings except in a police exemplar, where “etcetera” was
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used instead. Solitary offenders who stretch their imaginations to
make themselves sound like an “Army of God,” or a Luddite “Free-
dom Club,” or a “small foreign faction” typically forget that they may
be betrayed not only by their fingerprints but even, sometimes, by
their exclamation points!!!!

SPELLING

In the first paragraph of the handwritten “O.]. suicide note,” Mr.
Simpson writes “recitly” and “promblem,” fairly accurate phonolog-
ical spellings of the way in which he pronounces recently and problem.
In the same paragraph, Simpson attempts to write that it was tough
splitting up with Nicole, yet they mutually agreed that the separation
was necessary. Distraught, he actually wrote that it was “tough spit-
ting” with Nicole, and that their breakup was “murtually agresd.”
Such observations, at the investigative level, can sometimes supply a
line of questioning for police detectives or FBI agents working a hom-
icide case, but they have no have value as evidence in court.

Significant spellings in a critical document may include acceptable
variants that indicate personal preference (traveled or travelled, email
or e-mail, ensure or insure, skilful or skillful) or regional convention
(catalog or catalogue, color or colonr, sceptic or skeptic, theater or the-
atre). Misspellings may indicate dyslexia, or simple ignorance, or de-
liberate error.

Scrupulously correct spelling may indicate the author’s level of
skill, or only that the text has been mediated by an editor or an elec-
tronic spell-checker. It’s usually easy to spot work that has been
proofread by a machine and not by the writer. One of my earliest
encounters with an electronic spell-checker came years ago with a
student essay on Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. Every time one
expected to find mention of Shylock, a “Skylark” appeared, as if An-
tonio’s bond or Portia’s famed “mercy” speech were delivered to a
bird, or to a Buick. Spell-checked documents may sometimes com-
plicate my work, but the use of such tools can also work to the
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anonymous writer’s disadvantage: uncorrected misspellings and mis-
taken corrections can help establish which brand of word processor
it was that the writer employed to generate the document.

It is not uncommon for the author of a questioned document in a
criminal or civil suit to misspell words on purpose. An offender may
even mention and misspell his own name as an attempted diversion.
It is less easy, except by using a spell-checker, for the writer to catch
errors that are not deliberate. The first homicide investigation I ever
assisted involved the death of a young woman and her mother-in-law.
Scarcely any forensic evidence survived, but there was plenty of tex-
tual evidence, anonymous letters posted to police and media.
Addressing a newspaper reporter named Rhonda, the unknown of-
fender spelled her name “Rondha,” by way of analogy with such In-
dian names as “Sandhya” or “Purandhri.” (American students often
make a similar error in reverse, writing “Ghandi” where Mahatma
Gandbhi is intended.)

In another of those anonymous messages, the professed killer
wrote, “my friend and i are living the country [sic] so you will never
find us.” The writer of that sentence either omitted a preposition or
misspelled the verb. It’s either, “my friend and i are living [in] the
country so you will never find us” (here in this rural community); or
else, “my friend and 1 are [leaving] the country so you will never find
us” (because we’ll soon be gone from the U.S.A.). Where should the
police look for the fugitive? The manner in which the writing error
is emended may influence the entire course of the investigation. In
this instance, my attention was already drawn to one Asian suspect,
a native of India for whom “will” and “we’ll,” “living” and “leaving,”
were near homophones. In this instance, “leaving” was probably in-
tended; in which case, the letter-writer’s intended destination might
well be India. That’s not to say the author was in fact leaving the
country, only that he hoped to fool the police detectives into thinking
so, and to call off their investigation. Puzzled, the police called me
instead.

i e —
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GRAMMAR

Though I’'m an English teacher, as a text analyst I don’t care about
so-called good grammar. In fact, bad grammar usually makes my job
easier. Spelling and punctuation are useful to me only in original writ-
ings, but a subject’s grammatical slips are useful even in orally trans-
mitted form, such as police or press transcripts of a live interview or
polygraph examination. Grammatical evidence may include pronoun
errors (case, number, agreement), or consistency and correctness of
verb tenses and auxiliary verbs, or the manner of using comparatives
and superlatives, almost any repeated and characteristic lapse—or
even scrupulously correct grammar, as in the known writings of Ted
Kaczynski.

Grammatical as well as spelling and usage errors in the critical
documents for my first homicide case indicated that the killer was
probably someone for whom American English was a second lan-
guage. My suspect, like the author of the anonymous letters, had
chronic difficulty with the English present perfect (he has gone) and
pluperfect (he had gone). The writer’s many errors pointed toward a
native speaker of Gujarati, a language spoken by more than 100 mil-
lion people worldwide. In this Sanskrit-based tongue, the pastness of
an action is indicated by a word placed at the end of a sentence, e.g.,
“[Dish broken] tha” (Gujarati syntax) for “The dish [has been, had
been, was] broken” (English syntax), making it difficult for native
speakers of Gujarati to master the English tenses. My prime suspect,
like the author of the anonymous documents, had trouble as well with
what grammarians call future perfect and conditional mode, and ex-
hibited a mutual uncertainty about when to use the definite article,
e.g., “to burn house.” The professed killer, I inferred, was influenced
by Gujarati, and perhaps even thinking in it, translating as he wrote.

Language and culture may be interrelated. In this case, the victims’
house had been burned down with the slain women inside—their
bodies immolated, as in the traditional Indian manner of disposing of
the dead. Here was one more reason to believe that the writer of the
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post-offense letters was Indian-born and a speaker of Gujarati. The
evidence that I presented with respect to spelling, grammar, diction,
and the like is factual material and fully admissible in court. My opin-
ion about what that evidence means, like my opinion of the interre-
latedness of the language and the house fire, may not be.

PUTTING WORDS TOGETHER

No two people assemble words or sentences in precisely the same
way. Most writers, including professional writers—even, I think, most
professors of English or linguistics—are largely oblivious to their own
stylistic preferences, giving no conscious thought to the position of
their adverbs or to the frequency of their use of passive voice (“he
shall be killed” for “we shall kill him”). Few give thought to whether
they prefer shall or will for the future auxiliary, or that or which or
who as a personal relative pronoun, or when, or why.

Ted Kaczynski likes to begin sentences with “Anyhow,...”; he
loves a parenthetical “then”: “She ran, then, to open the door....”
The author of Primary Colors inserts, frequently, a parenthetical ad-
verb where a Valley Girl might, like, y’know, interpolate mall-speak,
or a longshoreman, an obscenity. Sentence construction in the
anonymous document may be conditioned by such factors as the age,
gender, education, or community of the writer, but the writer’s syntax
will usually remain fairly constant from one type of writing to an-
other, whether it’s a college essay, a letter to Mom, or a threat to kill
the president. When writing fiction, a journalist cannot suddenly
abandon his manner of connecting clauses. A criminal suspect when
telling a lie must still use the language that he or she knows, arranged
in sentences that he or she is able to construct from within the pri-
sonhouse of his own words. Not even a clever fellow like Ted Kac-
zynski can escape the cabin of his mind’s linguistic system. Give
anonymous offenders enough verbal rope and column inches, and
they will hang themselves for you, every time.
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THE ROAD TO XANADU

It was as a beginning graduate student years ago that I first read The
Road to Xanadun (1927) by John Livingston Lowes. In this classic
study, Lowes investigates writing as a cognitive process in which
“hooked atoms” of phrasing and images, acquired through reading,
combine to shape a writer’s new composition (though without plagia-
rism or conscious borrowing). Some words and images simply cling
like burrs to the reader’s brain. Just as a dreamer may pull an object, a
phrase, an incident from the day’s activities for use in a nocturnal rev-
erie, so may a poet, felon, or other writer pull words, phrases, and im-
ages—sometimes by the bucketful—from prior contact with other
texts, other writers, other speakers. By Lowes’s model, writing
(speech, too, for that matter) is not so much created as prompted.
Composition arises from a neurological network of verbal associa-
tions in the brain, some transient, some deeply rooted, each and all
conditioned by some prior utterance that has been heard or read, and
remembered. It is from a range of finite possibilities in the brain’s
symbolic store that writers assemble their own words and phrasing.

If T have made one important contribution to attributional re-
search, whether in literary studies or criminal investigation, it is the
perception that the mind of a writer (poet or felon, no matter which)
cannot be understood without first inquiring after the texts, including
television, film, and even music CDs, by which that mind has been
conditioned. You are what you read. When you write, your reading
leaves its imprint on the page. By isolating those “hooked atoms” of
borrowed material, I am sometimes able, first, to identify the writer’s
recent (or early but influential) reading, then to identify the anony-
mous writer himself. If an unknown author has read texts X, Y, and
Z, and a known author in the suspect pool has read those same texts,
then that may be useful and admissible evidence, especially if those
shared texts are not widely available.

One of my first chores when confronted with a questioned doc-
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ument in a literary or criminal investigation is to take notes on the
known or probable sources for those “hooked atoms” of language—
words, phrases, metaphors. I then assemble and electronically search
large text archives to discover where else that language may appear.
From what sources has the unknown author derived ideas, phrasing,
slang, or ideology? From an Internet site? from Soldier of Fortune
magazine? a Clint Eastwood film? Shakespeare? the Bible? If a suspect
in a criminal case should happen to remark, “That’s when the worm
turned,” a literary scholar may think, “Aha! An allusion to Shake-
speare: “The smallest worm will turn, being trodden on’ ”(3 King
Henry VI 2.2.17). But the suspect may instead be recalling a Chicago
Bulls basketball broadcast (“The Worm turns, he shoots, he scores!”),
or he may be making conscious use of an old proverb, doubly
prompted by unconscious recall of the dozens of Dennis Rodman
newspaper stories of the past decade headlined As the Worm Turns (a
title that owes as much to the soap opera As the World Turns as to
Shakespeare).

Primary Colors contains one instance of the compound “tarmac-
hopping,” which, during my search for “Anonymous,” turned up
elsewhere only in the journalism of Joe Klein. The compound
“melanin-deprived,” in the same novel, showed up elsewhere only in
“The Politically Correct 12 Days of Christmas,” by “A. Nony

>

Mouse,” though not in known writings of Joe Klein. In this 1995
Christmas parody, which still circulates on the Internet, my true love
on the tenth day sends “Ten melanin-deprived testosterone-poisoned
scions of the patriarchal ruling class system leaping.”" I have not been
able to identify “A. Nony Mouse”; it may be that “melanin-deprived”
is just one of those verbal atoms hooked by Joe Klein for use in Pri-
mary Colors, from a poem that he did not write but only read. It takes
more than one atom to constitute “evidence.”

In the search for words, images, and ideas that may have influenced
a questioned document, the computer can be a helpful tool, searching
billions of words in the time it takes you to read this sentence. The
next step for the investigator/scholar is to read those books that were
read by the unknown author, to study his magazines, to watch her
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films. The texts familiar to an unknown author are worth study, not
only to locate borrowed phrasing and ideas but to develop an under-
standing of how the poet or felon thinks. Life does imitate art, often
in the most perverse and ghastly manner. John Wilkes Booth drew
inspiration to shoot Lincoln from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, John
W. Hinckley Jr. saw Scorsese’s Taxi Driver and shot Reagan, and
Mark David Chapman, reading Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, some-
how found cause to kill John Lennon.

What first interested me in Theodore J. Kaczynski was not his
manifesto or his bombs but his literary study of the Polish-born au-
thor Jézef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski, better known to English
and American readers as Joseph Conrad. The Unabomber of the 1980s
and 1990s was influenced by the Mad Bomber of the 1950s, and both
were influenced (Kaczynski especially) by Joseph Conrad’s Secret
Agent, a novel that features a bomb-building “Professor,” the leader
of “FP,” a hapless band of anarchists. Following Kaczynski’s 1996
arrest, Edwin Yoder, in an op-ed piece called “Absurd Links in Un-
abomber Case,” scorned the idea that the Unabom suspect was “in-
spired” by Conrad’s novel? But “inspired” is not far wrong.
Unknown to Mr. Yoder, a worn copy of The Secret Agent was found
in Ted Kaczynski’s Montana residence. It was the Unabomber’s all-
time favorite novel, read more than a dozen times, and the only book,
in thirty years of extant correspondence, that Ted Kaczynski ever
recommended to his mother.

CASELOAD

In choosing file material for Author Unknown that will exemplify my
techniques and make good reading, I have had a full dossier to draw
on. Generally, it has seemed sensible to select stories that have intrin-
sic interest. Over the past four years I have worked on criminal as
well as civil cases, some of them in the public eye. Most have involved
documents—disputed wills, Internet libels, anonymous harassment
in the workplace—that must remain confidential. T have excluded

L%fi—g—




16 + PROLOGUE: ON THE TRAIL

authorship problems that are well known but too easily solved, along
with complex chronicles with a large cast of characters and pseudo-
nyms that may be too hard to follow. Some famous attributional
problems, such as the identity of Bernstein and Woodward’s “Deep
Throat,” are ones that I have left alone because they seem insoluble
on the available evidence. Others, such as the Atlanta-Birmingham
bombings, have not yet been tried and so I cannot divulge evidence.
In Author Unknown I will not discuss evidence or reveal undisclosed
information about pending cases, not even to correct misinformation
published in the press or on the Internet.

The JonBenét Ramsey homicide investigation, a difficult and pain-
ful business for everyone associated with it, produced an early bump
in my learning curve. In 1997, when moving from tragic denouements
to actual homicides, and from Stratford-upon-Avon to Quantico, it
was perhaps inevitable that I should make a mistake, and I did. In
June 1997, seven months before I was retained by the Boulder Police
Department, before any case documents were available to me, I pri-
vately speculated with other observers concerning the Ramsey hom-
icide, and actually took an uninvited and (as I would learn)
unwelcome initiative to assist John and Patsy Ramsey, by private let-
ter. At the time I knew virtually nothing about “true crime forums”
and “online chatrooms,” but was directed by others to despicable
activity on the Internet by “jameson,” an individual whose months-
long obsession with the details of the killing of JonBenét—ascribed
by jameson to a Colorado University friend of the older Ramsey
boy—was too vile in its voyeuristic description to be a prank, too
well informed to be madness, too full of seeming relevance to be
ignored.

Competent and dedicated detectives, though much maligned in the
press, were investigating the slaying of a child. As I later learned, the
police had already investigated and dismissed jameson as a “code
six wingnut,” a phrase I had not heard before but one that I would
soon come to appreciate. I regret the mistakes of intruding so quickly.
That beginner’s mistake impressed upon me a sense of limit when
venturing from the safe world of academic debate into the minefield
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of criminal investigation. In January 1997, when brought onboard by
the Boulder police, I took the lesson to heart, started over, and did
the best I could, for justice and for JonBenét. Though I am bound by
a confidentiality agreement not to discuss the investigation or court
proceedings, I do stand by the statements that I have made for the
record regarding that case and believe that the truth will eventually
prevail.

The stories recounted in my first chapters—of W.S.’s 1612 “Fu-
neral Elegy” and of the bestselling anonymous novel Primary
Colors—are essentially literary. Notwithstanding the pained outcries
of a few Shakespeareans and the pre-confession Joe Klein, no one got
hurt. The big question for me was whether the methodology used on
Renaissance poems and plays would also work on popular fiction.
More specifically, would it work on Primary Colors? 1 believed it
would. But when I announced that “Joe Klein wrote Primary Colors,”
Joe Klein, who ought to know, said that he hadn’t. Clearly, one ad-
vantage of attributing anonymous texts to dead poets is that the dead
poet cannot stand up and say, “It’s not me, I didn’t do it, this is silly.”

A second consideration dominating my selection of cases has been
a desire to illustrate the curve of my own learning as I moved beyond
the sphere of academics to criminal investigation and forensic lin-
guistics. Earlier I mentioned the Unabom case as a wakeup call. To
assist Unabom prosecutors, I had to learn the difference between ma-
terial that was useful at the investigative level and material that was
actually admissible in court. I was obliged, for instance, to suppress
my own interest in Joseph Conrad, Horacio Quiroga, and sundry
other writers in whom Kaczynski and the Unabomber displayed mu-
tual interest because literary texts were not at issue (except those ex-
pressly cited in the Unabom manifesto). Returning now to the
Unabom documents four years after Ted’s arrest, I retrace the Una-
bomber’s steps, following the trail of words that led from North-
western University to a remote cabin in the Northwest. If that
invaluable tip had not come from the Kaczynski family, could the
crimes have been solved?

Philip Weiss of the New York Observer called the “Talking
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Points” author “the Anonymous of 1998,” Washington’s hottest at-
tributional guessing game. As with Primary Colors, “Did you write
it?” prompted denials all around. This time, however, more depended
on the answer than an author’s book royalties. The Independent Pros-
ecutor, Kenneth Starr, took the document headed “points to make in
affidavit” as evidence of a White House conspiracy to suborn perjury
in the Paula Jones lawsuit. After a seven-month investigation that led
to shocking revelations about President Clinton’s sexual behavior,
Starr quietly settled for the confession of Monica Lewinsky that it
was she who wrote the “Talking Points.” But she didn’t.

In the final two chapters I return to the literary, and to my own
town of Poughkeepsie, by way of redwood country and the North
Pole. The enigmatic novelist Thomas Pynchon has been suspected of
writing under the pseudonym of the West Coast bag lady “Wanda
Tinasky.” In my search for the true Wanda, I found myself looking,
unwillingly, at another murder case, my journey taking me from the
wacky to the ghastly. The scene that ends this strange, eventful history
is a return to childhood and to the conception of Saint Nicholas, sans
sleigh full of toys, sans reindeer, sans pipe, sans twinkling eyes,
sans cherry nose. Santa Claus has been coming to town ever since
“The Night Before Christmas” transfigured a dour European saint
with a birchen rod into a jolly fat man in a red suit. But when Santa
comes to my town this year, he’ll be coming home.
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Looking into Shakespeare

SHAKESPEARE’S SOILED FISH

What have we here? a man, or a fish? . ..
A fish: he smells like a fish; a very ancient and fish-like smell . ..
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST 2.2.25

Mark Twain once remarked of Christopher Columbus that “it was
wonderful to find America—but it would have been more wonderful
to miss it.”! I sometimes feel that way about “A Funeral Elegy for
Master William Peter.” When I first stumbled on this unfamiliar poem
“by W.S.” I was not looking for a lost work by William Shakespeare;
I had no thought of sparking a heated literary debate, nor any wish
to exasperate old-guard Shakespeareans. My project that afternoon in
January 1984 was a modest one. As a graduate student of English
literature at the University of California, Santa Barbara, I was inves-
tigating a typographical error.

In April 1609, the London stationer Thomas Thorpe published a
paperback quarto entitled Shake-speare’s Sonnets. He included, just
inside the front cover, a cryptic salutation printed in all caps and or-
namentally punctuated to resemble a lapidary inscription. Describing
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himself as a “WELL-WISHING ADVENTURER” and signing him-
self “T.T.,” Thorpe wished

TO: THE: ONLIESBEGETEERTOE.
THESE. INSUING. SONNETS.
Mr. W.H. ALL. HAPPINESSE.

AND. THAT. ETERNITIE.
PROMISED.
BY.
OUR. EVER-LIVING. POET.

Shake-speare’s Sonnets, which competed in the marketplace with
prose romances, comical ballads, and ribald satires, and even with
news stories about convicted witches and congenitally joined twins,
did not sell. Marketed for five pence, the seventy-eight-page first
edition generated little interest. That was not true of Shakespeare’s
other publications. Venus and Adonis, a long, erotic poem, passed
through ten printings in the poet’s lifetime, and The Rape of Lu-
crece six, but Shakespeare’s Sonnets were rarely reprinted, read, or
admired until long after the author of Hamlet and King Lear had
come to be viewed as England’s national poet. When Shakespeare’s
neglected Sonnets were at last resurrected for English readers in
the late eighteenth century, the poems were greeted with disdain.
Editor George Steevens remarked of the Sonnets in 1793 that “the
strongest act of Parliament that could be framed, would fail to
compel readers into their service.”?

Shakespeare’s Sonnets seem to have improved with age (“Shall I
compare thee to a summer’s day? / Thou art more lovely and more
temperate . ..”), but few of the poems have inspired as much com-
mentary as that brief preface by their publisher, Thomas Thorpe.
Many readers suspect that the all-caps greeting to Mr. W.H. may con-
tain a secret message. This is especially true of “anti-Stratfordians”—
individuals who believe that “Shakespeare” is not really Shakespeare
but a conspiracy (and a pseudonym for Edward de Vere or Francis
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Bacon or Christoper Marlowe or even Queen Elizabeth I). As de-
coded by amateur sleuths, Thorpe’s prefatory wish has been discov-
ered to contain such attributional secrets as “THESE SONNETS
ALL BY E. VER.” (These sonnets all by E[dward] Ver/[e]), and “TO
VERE HIS EPIGRAM,” and “NIL VERO VERIUS” (Nothing more
true than Vere!). One cryptographer of the Sir Francis Bacon party,
by way of a secret decoding formula that I do not fully understand,
has uncovered here an anagrammatic message that the Sonnets of
Shakespeare are actually the “CYPPHRS” of “BEEKAAN.”

The cryptographic approach to this ancient literary conundrum
usually entails a minor reshuffling of the letters, or a reliance on un-
usual spellings like “cypphrs”—gambits that would not be allowed in
a Scrabble game much less in Shakespeare scholarship. But, not to put
too fine a point on it, professional Shakespeareans have obsessed over
Thorpe’s message as well. Around the world, library shelves sag be-
neath the weight of books and articles focused on the literary problem:
Who was “W.H.”? Was he the beautiful young man to whom most
of the Sonnets are addressed? Was he the person from whom Thomas
Thorpe obtained manuscript copy? Could W.H. be Shakespeare’s lit-
erary patron?

Hyder Rollins, one of the great Shakespeare scholars of the
twentieth century, observed wearily that Master W.H. “has caused
the spilling of more ink, the utterance of more futile words, than
almost any other personage or problem...and there is not the
slightest likelihood that the mystery surrounding his initials will
ever be dispelled in a fashion satisfactory to a majority of critics,
editors, and commentators.” That was in 1944, but it was no easy
matter to call off the troops. In 1965 the Canadian scholar Leslie
Hotson confessed, “I cannot let the mystery of W.H. alone. In
emulation of Sherlock Holmes, I find my thoughts irresistibly
drawn to it. .. Since we have nothing to chew upon, small wonder
that sceptisicm pours in its gas of doubt.” Hotson imagines his
readers “hot for certainties,” but he was no more able to provide
that certainty than were others.*
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In the winter of 1983-1984, contemplating a doctoral dissertation
on the Sonnets, I had no thought of identifying the elusive Mr. W.H.,
but I did think I should learn something about the conventions of the
age with respect to Renaissance book dedications, epigraphs, and pref-
atory epistles, about which I knew very little. So I parked myself at a
microfilm reader and began to explore what was then a brand-new
research tool called “Early English Books, 1475-1640,” a microfilm
collection of every surviving English book, pamphlet, and single-page
broadside printed during this historical period, a resource costing
$350,000, available at UCLA. Taking the intercampus shuttle bus, I
began making day trips to the UCLA library, to examine microfilm
copies of early English books that were not yet available at the Santa
Barbara campus.

Inching through reel after reel of book prefaces and dedicatory
epistles and title-page blurbs, I had a few surprises. The one point on
which all scholars and amateur sleuths had agreed was that William
Shakespeare is the “EVER-LIVING POET” who promises us or Mr.
W.H. “ETERNITIE.” I was not so sure about that. In the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the term “ever-living” was applied some-
times to deceased Christians (once, to Chaucer, a dead poet), but re-
served usually for God. When poetry was attacked by Puritans as an
idle pursuit, its defenders typically replied that the word poet (from
the Latin poeta) means “maker,” and that God is himself a poet. This
God-is-our-Poet trope appears in at least three books already known
to Shakespeare by 1609 if not to Thorpe, including a book published
by Shakespeare’s fellow playwright Thomas Heywood only four
months before Shake-speare’s Sonnets.

Nor could a human begetter like William Shakespeare deliver
on a promise of ETERNITIE, a blessing mentioned in hundreds of
Renaissance book prefaces and dedications but referring always to
eternal life in heaven, not literary fame, and promised, accord-
ing to the convention, in Holy Scripture, not in the sugared son-
nets of a London playmaker. For English readers of Thorpe’s gen-
eration, God in heaven was our EVER-LIVING POET (“Author,”
“Creator”), as opposed to a talented mortal like Mr. Shakespeare,
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and God was also the only Maker who can truly promise us
ETERNITIE.

Who, then, was Mr. W.H., the only begetter of those ensuing 154
Sonnets? According to past scholarship, “W.H.” was either the young
man eulogized by Shakespeare as “beauty’s rose,” or he was the per-
son who supplied Thorpe with manuscript copy. Looking around, I
found that those two inferences were probably mistaken as well. The
“BEGETTER” in Renaissance texts was an absolutely commonplace
metaphor referring always to the author. According to this popular
convention, translators did not qualify as “begetters” of the literary
text—nor did commentators, publishers, patrons, paramours, scribes,
inspirers, or suppliers of manuscript copy. Unless Thomas Thorpe
was introducing a new twist to seventeenth-century convention, the
“ONLIE BEGETTER?” of the Sonnets had to be the mortal poet who
wrote them.

When I viewed the 1609 epigraph in the light of these historical
conventions, Thorpe’s wish to the only begetter of Shakespeare’s Son-
nets seemed no more original or mysterious than the greeting on a
Hallmark card: “To Mr. W. H., the sole author of this text, I wish
happiness in this life and eternity hereafter, as promised in Holy Scrip-
ture by our Maker, the ever-living Poet.”

But that second initial is wrong. One might suppose, from this
front-page salutation, that Shakespeare’s Sonnets were actually writ-
ten by a Mr. William H.—fuel for new anti-Stratfordian conspiracy
theories—were it not for the fact that Elizabethan printers often made
mistakes when reproducing personal initials from manuscript copy.
Such misprints occurred most often when the stationer of copyright
did not have his own printing press, and paid someone else to do the
printing—as Thomas Thorpe did the printer George Eld. Eld’s type-
setter may have made a mistake, misreading a majuscule S for an H
(letters that can look very much alike in the standard “secretary hand”
of the seventeenth century). More probably, he just omitted a letter
from Thomas Thorpe’s “Mr. W. SH.” (Shakespeare’s name during his
own lifetime was abbreviated “W. SH.” on other publications; and
Thorpe himself elsewhere signs himself “TH. TH.”)
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If George Eld had printed “Mr. W. SH.,” as was probably in-
tended, Thorpe’s meaning would have been obvious from day one.
Forests might have been spared. But misprints have been causing trou-
ble for literary scholarship ever since the invention of the printing
press. Take F. O. Matthiessen, one of the great scholars and teachers
of the twentieth century and a founder of American literary studies.
Professor Matthiessen discovered the hard way that early American
texts are no more reliable than early English ones. An expert on the
fiction of Herman Melville, he once rhapsodized on the oxymoronic
qualities of Herman Melville’s image of the “soiled fish” in White
Jacket: “Hardly anyone but Melville could have created the . . . ‘soiled
fish of the sea.” The discordia concors, the unexpected linking of the
medium of cleanliness with filth, could only have sprung from an
imagination that had apprehended the terrors of the deep, of the im-
material deep as well as the physical. ...” Matthiessen thought the
twisted image of the soiled fish to be “peculiarly Melville’s,” inimi-
table.®

But Matthiessen was unaware that the author actually wrote
“coiled,” not “soiled.” Far from speaking in oxymorons, Melville was
talking about a dead eel. It was not Melville, but the printer of Mat-
thiessen’s inaccurate edition of White Jacket, who “soiled” that dead,
inert fish of the sea—producing a phrase that was aesthetically im-
proved, perhaps, but mistaken—a printshop accident. If the printer
had only made it a “boiled fish of the sea,” Matthiessen would doubt-
less have spotted the misprint and saved himself a world of embar-
rassment.

BY W[ILLIAM] S[HAKESPEARE]

When all shall turn to dust from whence we came
And we low-leveled in a narrow grave,
What can we leave behind us but a name?
—W.S., “A FUNERAL ELEGY,” LINES 193-95
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One puzzle often leads to another. In the course of researching the
article on “Master W.H.” I encountered “A Funeral Elegy.” I have
no romantic tale to tell of finding a lost literary Shakespeare poem in
the mildewed cellar of a Tudor mansion or in a locked chest sold at
auction, nor even of calling up the original printed text from the rare-
book archive at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. I first encountered
W.S.’s “Funeral Elegy” in Los Angeles while sitting at a microfilm
reader.

I had taken the shuttle bus to UCLA to spend yet another day
reading early English books. Late in the afternoon, I came to a pam-
phlet called A Funerall Elegye, printed in 1612 by George Eld for
Thomas Thorpe, the same duo that had published Shake-speare’s Son-
nets three years before. The publication contained what looked like a
typical funeral poem, written for a Devonshire gentleman named Wil-
liam Peter and dedicated to his elder brother John, names that meant
nothing to me. The author’s initials, W.S., were not unusual. What
first startled me was the poet’s dedicatory epistle. Signed “W.S.,” the
135-word salutation is closely modeled, in structure, length, and
phrasing, on Shakespeare’s dedication letter in The Rape of Lucrece,
modeled in turn on the one in Venus and Adonis. Having already
looked at thousands of book dedications and prefatory epistles, I had
not seen another so closely resembling Shakespeare’s.

Cranking my way through W.S.’s microfilmed “Funeral Elegy”
one frame at a time, I was puzzled further by the poet’s frequent echo-
ing of Shakespeare. There was no explicit quotation, but W.S. obvi-
ously knew Shakespeare’s late plays, and even a few earlier ones, such
as Richard II (1596), which was revived in the winter of 1611-1612.
W.S. predicts, for example, that Peter’s death will be sadly lamented:

such as do recount that tale of woe,
Told by remembrance of the wisest heads,

Will in the end conclude the matter so,
As they will all go weeping to their beds.
(Elegy, lines 167-70)
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—which sounds a lot like Richard II’s final speech to his wife just
before his assassination:

let them tell thee tales
Of woeful ages long ago betid;
And ere thou bid good night, to quit their griefs,
Tell thou the lamentable tale of me
And send the hearers weeping to their beds.
(Richard IT 5.1.41-45)

W.S. borrowed much of Shakespeare’s rare diction, had many of
Shakespeare’s idiosyncrasies down pat, and had arranged for the poem
to be printed by Shakespeare’s stationer.

Granted that W.S.’s “Funeral Elegy” was not widely available until
1984 (the year in which I first encountered it on microfilm), I nev-
ertheless thought it odd that the poem had never been discussed, nor
even once noted, by Shakespeare scholars. There was a possibility, of
course, that “W.S.” was a forgery, a hoax, a serious imitation by a
Shakespeare wannabe, or just one more “soiled fish,” a misprint for
some other set of initials. But the “W.S.” appeared twice, first on the
title page, again as the signatory for the letter of dedication to John
Peter. “W.S.” was not likely to be a misprint.

It was late in the afternoon. If I didn’t hurry, I'd miss the shuttle
bus, my only ride home to Santa Barbara. Without reading past line
200, I rewound the film, fed the reel into a microfilm copier, and began
printing W.S.’s “Funeral Elegy.”

A UCLA student stood beside me, waiting to use the machine.
Quickly running out of pocket change, I gave him a dollar, ex-
plained that T had a bus to catch, and asked if he would fetch me
some dimes from the circulation desk. He was quick, but it was a
long poem—ten more coins didn’t do it. I gave him another dollar;
he brought another ten dimes. Struck by the archaic typeface, he
asked me what it was. “An old poem,” I replied. “ ‘A Funeral El-
egy.” ” Having now a copy of the text, I rewound the film, boxed
it, and sprinted for the door. When I reached the parking lot, the
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punctual bus driver was already pulling away. I chased her down
with arms flailing.

I didn’t know what I had in my bag, but it looked pretty interest-
ing. On the way home, I read the elegy in snatches, then put it down,
then picked it up again, my opinion of its Shakespearean qualities
ranging from “Maybe,” to “Yes,” to “Never in a million years,” and
back again.

The original 1612 text of the elegy was made difficult to read by
erratic punctuation and dozens of typographical errors, the result of
George Eld’s careless or hasty printing, and by the poet’s own diffi-
cult, often convoluted, sentence construction. Back home, after tran-
scribing and editing the text from start to finish, I shared it with two
of my graduate advisors at UCSB. One thought the elegy was Shake-
speare, the other was noncommittal but interested. With their blessing
I dropped my proposed dissertation on Shakespeare’s Sonnets and
chose to write instead about “A Funeral Elegy” by W.S. My goal was
not to prove that Shakespeare wrote the poem, but to find out who
did. No matter what, it seemed like a good story.

In March 1984 I approached William Sisler, then humanities editor
at Oxford University Press, with a book proposal: Here was W.S.’s
1612 “Funeral Elegy,” a hitherto unknown poem possibly by Shake-
speare. My UCSB advisors assured Mr. Sisler that, in their opinion,
this was an important project, and that Donald Foster, though a grad-
uate student, was not daft.

I worried, more than was truly necessary, that other scholars
might become interested in W.S.’s elegy before my own investiga-
tion was complete. Fearing disclosure, I asked Sisler to sign a con-
tract affirming that the publisher’s expert readers would keep this
matter top secret, and that there would be no mention of the elegy
in any Oxford University Press publication prior to the release of
my book, whether or not O.U.P. decided to publish it. Upon re-
ceiving that signed contract in April 1984, I submitted my edited
text of “A Funeral Elegy” along with a book proposal, a synopsis
of some thirty pages.

As always happens with academic submissions, the manuscript was



28 - AUTHOR UNKNOWN

farmed out to a press reader, a scholarly referee and expert reviewer
whose task it was to prepare for the editors an anonymous report
concerning the merits of publication. Only two weeks after submit-
ting my proposal, I received the anticipated reader’s report, a two-
page review that was neither enthusiastic nor gentle. I knew from the
opening sentence that I was in trouble: “Donald W. Foster is an un-
familiar name to me, but I dare say we’ll be hearing more from him.
I gather too that he is young; no doubt a plus . ..”

My bemused reader turned thumbs down on my book proposal
and urged me to rest up in a convalescent home for overwrought
graduate students before writing another word. The author of the
report said that the elegy couldn’t be taken seriously as a Shake-
speare poem (1) because there was insufficient external evidence
that Shakespeare wrote it, such as a full name on the ttle page; (2)
because authorship cannot be determined by internal evidence,
such as diction, grammar, and syntax; and (3) because the poem
was dull. (““W.S.” does not a Shakespeare prove, as Foster has
enough wit to realize....”)

My anonymous reviewer was an established Shakespeare
scholar, no doubt a plus. Had he signed his editorial report, his
name would doubtless have been familiar to me. But I was puz-
zled. If the elegy is not certainly by Shakespeare, this reader
seemed to say, why should anyone care who wrote it? The “W.S.”
problem had seemed to me quite interesting in itself. Why should
it have produced so little curiosity in my expert reader? Faced now
with rejection of my book proposal, another question arose: Who
was my anonymous reader?

I thought I knew. While waiting to hear back from Oxford, I had
been reading the work of Samuel Schoenbaum, a distinguished Shake-
spearean whose theoretical position was that you can’t tell who wrote
what on the basis of internal evidence, and whose work—that opinion,
of course, excepted—I admired. The reviewer’s criticism and language
fell on my boxed ears like a drubbing from Samuel Schoenbaum.
Closer study confirmed it. The linguistic habits in my anonymous
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report, and in Schoenbaum’s published scholarship, were indistin-
guishable one from the other.

Hoping for a second chance, I wrote to Schoenbaum at the
University of Maryland. Introducing myself, I said that I disagreed
with him concerning the value of internal evidence in the determi-
nation of authorship. I mentioned, too, that I had just received a
two-page reader’s report in which the anonymous author took
issue with my interest in a 1612 funeral poem. This anonymous re-
port, I said, might have been done by a wery good Schoenbaum
imitator but was it not possibly written by Mr. Schoenbaum
himself? I asked if we might yet discuss this matter of “A Funeral
Elegy,” as its authorship was not, for me, an unimportant or unin-
teresting question.

Having his hands full at the time with other matters, Professor
Schoenbaum arranged for an English Department secretary at the
University of Maryland to reply to my note, confirming my guess
that he was indeed my reader while adding that he had nothing further
to say on this subject. But there was life in it: Bill Sisler at Oxford
University Press offered me the second chance I had hoped for, in-
viting me to resubmit when the dissertation was finished. If I could
turn my interest in W.S.’s elegy into a sensible book, O.U.P. would
still be interested.

Having now committed myself to a dissertation on “A Funeral El-
egy,” I had to learn something about W.S.’s dead friend, William Pe-
ter, about whom I knew nothing. Speaking of his friend’s untimely
death, W.S. laments that “such a man was sadly overthrown / By a
hand guided by a cruel heart” (163—64). That sounded like a murder.
Scouring library shelves for mention of John or William Peter, I found
a confirmation that William Peter, son of Otho Peter of Bowhay, near
Exeter, was slain on January 25, 1612 (just nineteen days before “A
Funeral Elegy” was registered to be printed in London), by a kinsman
named Edward Drew, also of Exeter.
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W.S.’s elegy was shaping up as a topic for a criminal as well as an
attributional investigation. With funding from the University of Cal-
ifornia, I packed my bags and flew to England with Gwen and our
year-old baby. For three months in the summer of 1984—while
lodging in youth hostels, boardinghouses, and campgrounds—I
looked under every stone, behind every bush, in search of information
about the victim William Peter, his killer Edward Drew, and his elegist
W.S. Only two copies survive of the original paperbound quarto of
“A Funeral Elegy.” Both are at Oxford and each one is sandwiched
between other printed pamphlets of the seventeenth century; both are
bound in ancient leather volumes. Inspecting the two copies, I found
no sign that either copy had ever been examined except by a book-
worm, long deceased, that had eaten its way through the Bodleian
text. I found no handwritten marginal notations, no “Yours truly,
Shakespeare,” no smoking gun.

William Peter, I learned, had studied at Exeter College, Oxford,
for nine years off and on. Visiting the archives at Exeter College, I
was admitted by the college librarian to a musty basement cell without
windows, where I examined four-centuries-old registration books
containing a record of matriculation, fellowships, disputations, and
graduation. To learn when Peter was in residence at the college
and when he was absent, I examined the college “Buttery Books,”
which recorded his charges for food. Five times in those years Peter
remained absent for four months or longer, his disappearance coin-
ciding on at least three occasions with visits to Oxford by Shake-
speare’s dramatic company; but that could easily be coincidental. I
found no records directly linking Peter to the London theater.

It was in the Devon Record Office that I found the most interesting
material. Until World War II, Exeter had one of the richest archives
of testamentary and municipal records in all of England. During the
German Blitz thousands of historical documents were destroyed by
fire, but many survived, including a fascinating account of the Peter
homicide compiled by Exeter’s city recorder William Martyn.” In a
detailed inquest postmortem, begun within hours of Peter’s death,
Martyn recorded testimony from those who saw and conversed with
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Peter on the day he died. It was from the depositions taken by Martyn
that I was able to assemble the story of what happened to W.S.’s friend
on January 25, 1612.

Y MURDER OF WILL PETER

Edward said vnto this Examinant: Brother, be advised, & discover
by no meanes yo* knowledge in this busines . . .
—WILLIAM MARTYN, DEPOSITION OF JOHN DREW (31 JANUARY 1612)®

On January 25, 1612, about ten in the morning, John and Edward
Drew of Broadclyst rode forth from their Killerton estate for an af-
ternoon of midwinter revels. John was dressed all in black, his elder
brother Edward in a white cloak and white hat. Both men carried
swords at their sides. Both were excellent riders. An Irish footman
brought up the rear, to watch after the Drews’ horses once they
reached town.

At the Oxford Inn the Drews alighted for a drink. As they lingered,
the host, Giles Geal, offered to sell the elder Drew “a fine-looking
pony.” Edward, who had a passion for horse-trading, asked to take
her for a ride. As he mounted, his brother John asked him where he
would ride. Edward answered that he would ride to Will Peter’s and
“make a quarrel with him about the buying of a horse.” Drew, who
had been excommunicated from Oxford University for having de-
frauded a local merchant, had borrowed money for a horse from “old
Mr. Halse” when he returned home, and defaulted on that loan as
well. Peter had mentioned the problem to Drew’s mother, and would
pay for the indiscretion.

Edward galloped up the broad road toward the Peter residence,
Whipton House, some two miles to the east. When he arrived, a
servant opened the gate and let him in. The Peters were seated for
lunch. Upon learning that he had a visitor, Master Peter arose and
went to the door to greet his wealthy kinsman, Edward Drew,
who urged him to ride into Exeter. When Peter and Edward Drew
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came again to Geal’s house, John Drew was gone, but he soon re-
turned to the Oxford Inn, where he found his brother and Will
Peter waiting for him over a pot of beer. An hour later, the three
companions rode into town to Peter Chapman’s place, where they
ordered yet another round of drinks. Edward, who admired Will
Peter’s horse, suggested they make an exchange, but Peter refused
to sell. Paying their bill, they rode next to the Bear Inn and pro-
ceeded to the cellar, where they called for a quart of canary wine.
Alice Drake, the hostess, brought fresh biscuit cakes along with the
wine and was about to serve them when Edward Drew “swore a
great oath” and said that if she put those two cakes on the table he
would throw them to the floor. Peter, evidently embarrassed by
his friend’s behavior, said, “I will eat a piece of biscuit, for I
love 1t.”

Mrs. Drake served one cake, broke it for Peter, and took the other
away. But when she returned some few minutes later, Edward Drew
began to “talk very wantonly” with her, wherewith, as she said later,
she was “not well pleased.” Peter again intervened, saying, “Take you
no unkindness, for he is an idle gentleman”—at which point Edward
arose from his seat and stormed out the door. John rose to follow but
returned and sat down when Will Peter asked if they should not first
drink up the wine.

The three friends, reuniting, rode next to the Dolphin. Peter
stopped in at the Mermaid, across the way, to ask one of the servants
there to walk his horse. He then followed the Drews into the Dolphin
for another round of drinks. After greeting the host, he went upstairs
to one of the large rooms reserved for “persons of quality,” where he
found Sir Edward Seymour engaged at cards. The three men drank
another pot or two of beer and shared some wine with Sir Edward.
They stayed at the Dolphin for almost an hour.

It was now well past sunset. As Peter and his two companions
rose to leave, Edward Drew noticed a servant building a house of
cards. Drew walked up, took a last swig of beer, and spewed it
onto the table, knocking down the cards, then left the room laugh-
ing. This, apparently, prompted another rebuke from Will Peter.
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On their way out, the two men were seen jostling each other on
the staircase.

Peter crossed the street to the Mermaid to retrieve his horse while
the Drews retrieved theirs. Tipping the servant for walking his horse,
Peter mounted and was about to leave when he met an acquaintance,
also on horseback. As they chatted by lamplight in the yard of the
inn, they were joined by the Drews—who called out for two more
pots of beer. When the beer was brought, they drank the first pot
together, all four men remaining on horseback. Meanwhile, Edward
Drew and Will Peter without speaking crossed their horses a dozen
times or more, to prevent each other from leaving—which caused
those standing about to suppose there was some “discontentment”
between them. At last, Peter turned to go. Leaving the second pot of
beer untouched, Edward Drew spurred his horse and followed, and
was followed in turn by his brother John.

It was almost seven o’clock and pitch-dark, but the trio galloped
through the city at a furious pace, Will Peter in the lead, up High
Street, out the East Gate, and past the Oxford Inn, where the after-
noon’s revels had begun. Witnesses heard Edward call out, “He rideth
fast, but I will ride faster, and will give him a nick before he gets
home.”

Alarmed, John shouted, “No, brother, do not hurt him!” Edward
spurred his horse the faster. John quickened his pace but could not
keep up. There was just enough light, as Edward caught up with Will
Peter near St. Anne’s Chapel, for John to see the glint of his brother’s
drawn sword. Moments later, John heard a crash as Peter and his horse
tumbled, Peter being thrown off the causeway into the ditch.

Up the road a stretch, Edward stopped his horse, waited for John
to catch up, and said, disingenuously, “I think Will Peter is fallen.”
Since it was too dark to see, they called Peter’s name. No one an-
swered. Not far back, though, near St. Anne’s Chapel, a few persons
were gathered in the dark by a doorway, one of them holding a lighted
candle. John rode near them to investigate while Edward lurked in
the shadows.

As bystanders later told the story, neither John nor his brother
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Edward did “desire the said candle to look what was become of Will
Peter.” Instead they rode on toward Peter’s residence. Along the way,
just before the turning on the causeway near Whipton House, they
came upon Peter’s horse standing in the road. John suggested that
they go back again, to look for their friend. “Did you not see Will
Peter,” asked Edward, “lying on the ground as you passed by?” John
had not. “I did,” said Edward. John asked whether they should not
help him. Edward replied, “Let him alone!”

Arriving at Whipton House, Edward Drew knocked at the gate
with his boot without dismounting. When a servant answered, he saw
his master’s riderless horse, and Edward Drew alongside. The servant
asked where his master was. Drew replied, “He will come by and by.”
He then turned, spurred his horse, and rode away.

When Edward caught up with his younger brother, the two men
rode home in silence to their Killerton estate. In bed after the light
was put out, Edward said he wished that Will Peter were not dead,
and that if he were not dead, he was perhaps gone back to Sir Edward
Seymour at the Dolphin. John asked why he had struck Peter down.
Edward snapped, “What 1s that to you?”—but added, some minutes
later, “I pray God Master Peter be well.”

Meanwhile, Will Peter’s body had been found alongside the cause-
way and brought into a neighboring house. The commotion lasted
most of the night. Peter had been stabbed with such force that the
sword’s point had been driven through his skull and deeply into his
brain. The floor was awash in blood.

In the morning a constable came round to Killerton and arrested
Edward Drew. John Drew, thinking it best to accompany the consta-
ble, fetched his horse as well. In the orchard before they came away,
Edward said to his brother, as if by way of belated revelation, “Me-
thought I saw Will Peter lying on the ground!” John held his peace.

The twenty men who sat on the coroner’s jury returned an in-
dictment of “willful murder” against Edward Drew, a hanging crime
for which justice was usually swift and severe. Convicted killers
were summarily sentenced, then hanged and disemboweled for car-
nivorous dogs. But gentleman and nobility were often spared these
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indignities. If wealthy and well connected, a felon could sometimes
avoid even the inconvenience of a trial and conviction. That seems to
have been the case with Edward Drew. The court of assizes, at which
Drew should have been tried, convened quarterly, meeting next in the
first week of February (while W.S. was still penning his “Funeral
Elegy” for Drew’s victim). His trial, however, was deferred until May,
by which time he had broken out of jail. According to a Drew family
tradition, he fled to Virginia (a popular refuge for English gentlemen
in trouble with creditors or the law). The local authorities lacked the
budget and manpower to track him down.

So that was the story of William Peter—which left the important
questions about the elegy still unanswered. Before leaving Exeter, I
visited the family tombs of the Peter and Drew families, inspected
their wills and estate records, tracked down the current whereabouts
of descendants. One sunny day I traced the steps that William Peter
and Edward Drew took on January 25, 1612. Starting from Killerton,
with a 1984 tourist map of Exeter in one hand and a 1600 street map
in the other, I visited the sites of the Oxford, the Dolphin, and the
Mermaid frequented by William Peter and his irascible, bar-hopping
kinsman. Taking the afternoon, I stopped for scones and Devonshire
clotted cream on the site of the Bear Inn, where Alice Drake fed Will
Peter his last biscuit, and ended the day’s exploration at the approx-
imate spot where William Peter was stabbed and fell from his horse.
The hospitable vicar of Exminster and Mrs. Webber of Bowhay (Pe-
ter’s ancestral home) treated me to tea and had much information to
share about local history. Those social visits were a highlight of the
trip, but I had not yet identified “W.S.,” and there was still work to
be done in other counties.

A search for historical documents took me to the Public Record
Office in London, to the British Museum, and eventually to seven
county record offices and to more than a dozen university and cathe-
dral libraries. In the course of my research I learned that Drew, Peter,
and Shakespeare knew many of the same individuals. Edward Drew
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had grown up with Shakespeare’s colleague Francis Beaumont. A
Devonshire friend and neighbor of William Peter, John Ford, wrote
for Shakespeare’s theater company as early as 1613. Peter’s family
relations included Thomas Russell, one of Shakespeare’s closest
friends and the overseer of his will, and Henry Willoughby, another
Oxford student associated with Shakespeare.

By the end of the summer, I felt I had garnered all that could be
learned of the life of William Peter—none of which proved his associ-
ation with William Shakespeare, nor, for that matter, with any other
known poet whose initials were “W.S.” After three months in England
I returned to Santa Barbara with reams of notes and photocopied doc-
uments—genealogies, postmortems, wills, business dealings, college
records, correspondence, circles of acquaintance—but I was no closer
than when I left to knowing who wrote “A Funeral Elegy,” and I was
certainly not so hardy a soul as to ascribe a funeral poem to Shakespeare
without hard evidence. Feeling burdened by the amount of work it
was taking to investigate who wrote “A Funeral Elegy,” I started to
wish I had written that dissertation on the Sonnets instead.

WHAT DREADFUL DOLE IS HERE?

This is a very scurvy tune to sing at a man’s funeral . ..
ry scurvy g

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST 2.2.44

The case for Shakespeare’s authorship of the elegy would have to
depend on evidence more substantial than a web of mutual acquain-
tance. If the elegy was not by some other W.S., then there should be
a unique stylistic match between W.S. and Shakespeare. Back home
now, turning to the internal evidence, I found that the language of
W.S., though spare in its use of metaphor and wit, registered a close
match with Shakespeare’s by all accepted measures of attributional
evidence. There were routinely quantifiable matters—the frequency
of common “function words” (and, but, not, that) and the rate of
feminine endings and of enjambment (verse lines that run over into
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the next without an end-stop or syntactical break). W.S. employed
words and usages rarely found outside Shakespeare, and exhibited
syntactical idiosyncrasies known to be distinctive to Shakespeare,
such as Shakespeare’s odd tendency to use who with inanimate objects
(“book who,” “leg who,” “bushes through whom”). W.S. evidently
knew Shakespeare plays not yet published in 1612, and Shakespeare
when writing Henry VIII in 1612-1613 seemed to recall W.S.’s “Fu-
neral Elegy.” W.S. and Shakespeare shared the same source material,
including unpublished manuscripts in the possession of Shakespeare’s
theatrical company and Ben Jonson’s Sejanus, one of only two plays
not by Shakespeare in which Shakespeare is known to have acted.
There was far more here than could be explained away by coincidence.

To investigate which of these features might yet be found else-
where in the literature of the period, I compiled comparative text
archives, something never systematically attempted before in this
line of work. One cross-sample included all known prose and po-
etry by all writers with the initals “W.S.” active from 1570 to
1630 (Shakespeare lived from 1564 to 1616). A second cross-sample
comprised all English memorial verse published during the same
period. I read all of it, including some 82,000 lines of forgotten
and eminently forgettable poetry, much of it from what might be
called the “Dainty Duck” school of seventeenth-century funeral
verse, a mode of poetry lampooned in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream: “What dreadful dole is here? / Eyes, do you see? / How
can it be? / O dainty duck! O dear.” Woebegone poets of Shake-
speare’s day, writing without satirical intent, typically produced
such lines as these by Henry Burton: “What doleful noise is this?
What shrieks? What cries? / Listen, mine ears! Look out, my
wakeful spies!” Testing contemporaneous funeral poems by time-
tested attributional methodologies, I found no poet but one, Wil-
liam Peter’s friend W.S., whose vocabulary and sources and
prosody exhibited a singularly high correlation with Shakespeare’s.

When all was said and done, the internal evidence for Shakespeare’s
authorship of the Peter elegy looked strong though not incontestable.
The text accurately represented Shakespeare’s characteristic language
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and linguistic habits. One big sticking point, however, remained: the
poetry. W.S.’s “Funeral Elegy” is a somber affair, undramatic even in
its best moments:

For when the world lies wintered in the storms
Of fearful consummation, and lays down

Th’ unsteady change of his fantastic forms,
Expecting ever to be overthrown;

When the proud height of much affected sin
Shall ripen to a head, and in that pride

End in the miseries it did begin

And fall amidst the glory of his tide;

Then in a book where every work is writ

Shall this man’s actions be revealed, . .. °

A funereal performance, no match for As You Like It or Venus and
Adonis, W.S.’s elegy 1s longer and much less imaginative than the fu-
neral verses and epitaphs scattered throughout Shakespeare’s plays.

Having no axe to grind, I mustered arguments against an attribu-
tion to Shakespeare and laid them out in a chapter called “Contrary
Evidence.” (Years later, more than one academic rascal, hoping to
refute Shakespeare’s authorship of the elegy, would select material
from my “Contrary Evidence” and preface their borrowed objections
with the remark, “Even Foster admits that . ..”) By August 1985 my
dissertation was finished and defended, my Ph.D. complete. I sub-
mitted a copy of the book to Oxford University Press, confident that
I had set forth a balanced argument, and fully expected a positive
review. A month later I received an anonymous reader’s report, my
second. Thumbs down! Though based now on a book-length type-
script, this new review was otherwise much like the first. The elegy
couldn’t be Shakespeare’s, it said, because there was insufficient ex-
ternal evidence; because authorship cannot be determined by internal
linguistic evidence; and because the elegy was dull. And if Shakespeare
didn’t write the elegy, what difference does it make?

I had no inkling who wrote this second report, but by now I had
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developed some skill in attributional methodology. I thought I could
find out. And I needed to try: in a tight academic job market, a nixed
book proposal can be a kiss of death. There were a few obvious clues:
the use of quotation marks in the five-page document was in the En-
glish style, with single quotation marks where an American scholar
would use double quotes. The spelling, too, pointed to an English

» <«

author: “Shakespearian,” “skilfully,” “scepticism,” “analysing,” “de-
fence,” “rancour.” The diction and prose style of my anonymous
reader’s report were in the comfortable style of an Oxbridge scholar

(“an elegy of close on 600 lines”). My reader was fond of ad-

» <« » «

absolutely prove .. .”).
~ 3 title-
page.” He or she was fussy with semicolons, yet prone to faulty par-
allel construction.

With a few hours’ research in the UCSB library—beginning with

verbs (“emptily pious,” “engagingly fluent,

» «

Choices in hyphenation included “over-long,” “non-dramatic

English Shakespeare scholars whose work had been published by Ox-
ford University Press—I determined that my author was Stanley
Wells, then senior editor of The New Complete Oxford Shakespeare
(an ongoing project undertaken a decade earlier and scheduled for
completion in 1986). Having my academic future at stake and nothing
to lose, I wrote to Dr. Wells. I thanked him (a little disingenuously,
I confess) for his thoughtful review of “Elegy by W.S.”; genuinely
praised his extensive contribution to Shakespeare studies; and re-
quested a bibliographic citation: I had been chided in his report for
neglecting to mention a study that was not yet published, and I in-
quired where I might obtain a copy.

A few weeks later I found a letter from Stanley Wells in my UCSB
mailbox. Not wishing to be late for my section of freshman English
(I was still, at this time, a graduate teaching assistant), I proceeded to
my classroom and began my lecture but could not focus on the text
at hand. Halfway through the hour, I interrupted myself with the
story of my letter to Stanley Wells, and said that the unopened reply
was with me at that very moment. I begged the class’s indulgence
while I paused to open it. My academic future, I said, might depend
on its content.
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A wag sitting in the back of the classroom provided me with a
drumroll on his desktop. With a pounding heart and an audience of
nineteen beagle-eyed freshmen, I opened my letter from Dr. Wells,
dated 1 October, which began: “Dear Mr. Foster, Thank you for your
kind letter—I am surprised that Bill Sisler revealed my identity, but
I hope you found the report in some ways helpful. . ..”

I wrote back, explaining to Dr. Wells with imperfectly concealed
glee that Mr. Sisler had not been so unprofessional as to reveal any-
one’s identity. It was by relying on methods employed in “Elegy
by W.S.: A Study in Attribution” that I had established Dr. Wells’s
authorship of that anonymous reader’s report. Dr. Wells was not
amused. If Mr. Sisler was amused, he did not say so. I was advised to
try another press.

Rebuffed by Oxford, I submitted the identical book-length type-
script to Harvard University Press. A month later, I received a won-
derfully detailed and helpful report, anonymous as always, thirteen
pages long, single-spaced, full of useful suggestions. This third
referee’s report strongly recommended publication. I fell to work at
once on the suggested revisions, jubilant that my dissertation would
appear under Harvard’s imprint. But it was not to be.

SHALE I DIE?

Shall I die? Shall I fly

Lovers’ baits and deceits, sorrow breeding?
Shall I fend? Shall I send?

Shall I shew, and not rue my proceeding?/ . ../
To delay, some say,

In such a case causeth repenting.

—“WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,” FROM AN OXFORD MANUSCRIPT!!

In November, again on my way to teach a freshman English class at
UCSB, I was met in the hallway by Professor Richard Helgerson,
who motioned me into his office. My faculty advisors were gathered
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in a huddle: the editors of the Oxford Shakespeare, they said, had
issued a press release the day before, to announce their discovery of
a lost Shakespeare poem. It was all over the morning news. What did
I know about that?

I was confused. Had Wells said something about “A Funeral El-
egy”? No, early reports said nothing of the elegy. It was evidently a
jingle beginning, “Shall I die? Shall I fly/Lovers’ baits and deceits,” a
seventeenth-century poem preserved in an Oxford manuscript and
subscribed “William Shakespeare” (though not in Shakespeare’s own
hand). The Shakespeare attribution for “Shall I die?” had been en-
dorsed by Samuel Schoenbaum. (“It’s a brilliant discovery,” said
Schoenbaum to the New York Times. “I like it.”)'2 Other Shakespear-
eans were following suit.

“Obh, that,” I said. The “Shakespeare” attribution for “Shall I die?”
had been documented long ago in standard reference works. Curious
nonetheless, I had examined and transcribed the text of “Shall I die?”
while in Oxford back in 1984 and had used the lyric in my classes at
UCSB as an example of bogus Shakespeare. This poem, I said, is not
news.

My advisors breathed a sigh of relief, assuring me that I had noth-
ing to worry about, but their optimism was premature. Within
twenty-four hours, after a stunned silence in which the entire world
absorbed the news of a new “Shakespeare” poem, the academic estab-
lishment exploded into raucous laughter. In the weeks that followed,
“Shall I die?” was made fodder for jokes from London to Bombay to
the Johnny Carson show. “Did you hear that the Oxford editors dis-
covered a new poem by Shakespeare? But now they think they might
be wrong. The poem begins, There once was a man from Nan-
tucket ...”

The “Shall I die?” episode illustrates the surprising degree to which
scholarship gravitates toward the media rather than vice versa. Shake-
speareans generally take interest in the Shakespeare dubia (uncertainly
attributed texts) only in brief flashes, on those rare occasions when a
debatable attribution appears in the news. There is a tendency to re-
spond more directly to the publicity than to the evidentiary case and
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to lose interest as soon as the academic community has moved toward
evident consensus one way or the other. “Shall I die?” and its Shake-
spearean attribution, though new to Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor,
had long been known to other scholars without generating widespread
interest. Neither good nor bad, probably a stage jig, “Shall I die?” was
just one of several lyrics ascribed on doubtful grounds to William
Shakespeare during the course of the seventeenth century.

Once “Shall I die?” made headlines, it was a different story. Schol-
arly interest, formerly nonexistent, turned into a feeding frenzy by
academic barracuda. Most readers when confronted with “Shall I die?
Shall T fly” had the same response to the poem’s opening line: “Yes,
please!” Everyone, it seemed, was eager for this bad “Shakespeare”
poem to be buried its full 135 lamely anapestic feet deep, the sooner,
the better, and by any means possible. Tainted by its brush with great-
ness, “Shall I die?” was described, far and wide, as the most ridiculous
piece of rubbish produced in the seventeenth century.

With cheeks stung red by this icy blast, Stanley Wells did an about-
face, directing all queries to his junior associate, Gary Taylor, the
American. Taylor stood his ground, insisting that the attribution
should be credited: “I found the literary equivalent of Sleeping
Beauty,” he quipped, “a nameless, naked poem, awakening from the
ancient sheets in which it had lain undisturbed for centuries.”** But it
was Taylor himself who was forced to eat the poisoned apple. English
newspaper editors, quickly repenting of their earlier congratulatory
headlines, took the lead in dismissing the new lost Shakespeare poem
as the product of an American scholar’s gullibility. Journalists in the
U.K. mocked Taylor’s acquired Oxford accent, his taste in poetry, his
earring, his well-worn pink sports coat—none of which, of course,
had any bearing on the rightness or wrongness of the attribution.

Scholars were even less gracious. Never was a Shakespeare scholar
so bethumped, in the public press and at academic cocktail parties, as
Gary Taylor. The Times Literary Supplement kept the frenzy going
with mirthful letters to the editor, but no one presented concrete ev-
idence that the attribution was wrong. Taylor was simply shouted
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down by a chorus of voices saying that “Shall I die? Shall I fly” was
not good enough to have been written by the Bard of Avon.

Knowing that I was about to place myself in Taylor’s position—
announcing as possibly Shakespeare’s a long poem that folks wouldn’t
like very much—my faculty advisors petitioned UCSB’s chancellor
for special funding, obtained it, and put me on a plane for Oxford to
cobble together an authoritative reply to the claims that Stanley Wells
and Gary Taylor had made for “Shall I die?” Unless I could establish
for scholars that there are dependable grounds on which to test doubt-
ful Shakespeare attributions, my own dainty duck, which had not yet
taken flight, was as good as dead.

On December 12, after checking into a bed-and-breakfast, I
walked to the editorial office of The New Complete Oxford Shake-
speare, intent upon meeting Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor. But Tay-
lor by this time was in seclusion and Dr. Wells was in an Oxford
hospital, having surgery on his nose, which inspired his colleagues to
make irreverent jokes concerning the perils of sniffing out bad Shake-
speare.

Taking copious notes on the “Shall I die?” manuscript, I returned
home and wrote a spirited rebuttal to the Wells-Taylor attribution for
“Shall I die?” sharpening my points somewhat more than was re-
quired for the occasion. The Times Literary Supplement and the New
York Times Book Review jointly published my commentary, 7LS in-
cluding my Santa Barbara address on “Cinderella Lane,” a spot sound-
ing so full of enchantment that folks could not resist writing me with
their good wishes. My mailbox was soon crammed with congratula-
tory letters and thank-you notes.!* Many came from persons outside
the academy, addressing me as if I had just saved the president. I grew
uneasy with the cultural phenomenon to which I had lent myself.

In the meantime, I was left with a still-unpublished, perhaps un-
publishable, book-length manuscript on “A Funeral Elegy.” Wit-
nessing the mortification at O.U.P. over “Shall I die?” Harvard’s
editorial board decided it was best to let sleeping doggerel lie. Despite
the recommendation of their expert reader, Harvard’s editors now
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returned my typescript to me with their regrets, explaining that Har-
vard could not risk the prestige and reputation of its University Press
by seeming to endorse a doubtful Shakespeare attribution.

This time, it was do or die. Returning with weary steps to the
UCSB library, I weeded out suspects one by one and concluded after
a few days’ study that my anonymous and sympathetic reader for
Harvard University Press had to be Gwynne Blakemore Evans, editor
of The Riverside Shakespeare. Once I was sure of it, I telephoned his
office in Cambridge, Massachusetts. When he answered the telephone,
I said, “Hello, Professor Evans? My name is Donald Foster—”

“Oh, yes,” said Professor Evans.

I said that I believed him to be the anonymous reader of my type-
script, “Elegy by W.S.: A Study in Attribution,” submitted recently
to Harvard University Press. He said, yes, indeed he was. Professor
Evans was unaware that the editors at Harvard had overruled him,
but he wished me luck with another press. Nothing else could be
done. I thanked him for his efforts and hung up, resolved to publish
my tiresome dissertation and then to bail on literary attribution.

Submitting my typescript to the University of Delaware Press, I
was awarded a contract and, a year later, the Delaware Shakespeare
Prize. But the wheels of academic presses turn slowly. While my book
was still in production, a bumper crop of new “Shakespeare” discov-
eries came down the corn chute. Eric Sams published Shakespeare’s
Lost Play, crediting Shakespeare with an anonymous chronicle called
Edmund Ironside. Mark Dominik believed Shakespeare wrote Tho-
mas Middleton and William Rowley’s The Birth of Merlin. Peter Levi
credited him with a lyric poem beginning, “As this is endless,” by
William Skipwith.'”” And when Wells and Taylor’s New Complete
Oxford Shakespeare finally appeared in 1986, the volume included not
only “Shall I die?” but a dozen additional verses of seemingly unde-
cidable authorship. Most amazingly, when these additional “Shake-
speare” poems were gathered and published, they were met with
virtual silence, even among the Oxford Shakespeare’s most vigorous
critics. Moral: if you value tranquillity and your own whippable hide,
keep your name and your attributions out of the headlines.
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SHAKESPEARE’S AMAZING NEW BAD POEM

The alleged “Shakespeare” elegy: Shall it die or shall it fly? ... re-
lentlessly sententious, mind-numbingly mediocre, destabilizingly
dull-witted . .. a poem that I believe will eventually end up in the
dust heap of literary history. . ..

—RON ROSENBAUM, NEW YORK OBSERVER (24 FEBRUARY 1997)

By this time I had taken up residence in New York and was teaching
at Vassar, but I was not sanguine about the prospects for my “Elegy
by W.S.” Coming on the heels of so many attributional controversies,
I was bound to appear like the broom-and-wheelbarrow man at the
tail end of a messy parade. Busy with teaching duties, I paid no at-
tention to the publication of Stanley Wells’s New Complete Oxford
Shakespeare until receiving a note from a UCSB friend, who told me
to check out page 137 of the editorial commentary, where I would
find a paragraph about W.S.’s “Funeral Elegy” under the heading
“Works Excluded from This Edition” (italics mine):

A Funeral Elegy: An elegy, almost 600 lines long, “In memory of the
late Vertuous Maister William Peter of Whipton neere Excester,” at-
tributed on the title page to “W.S.” . .. It begins “Since Time, and his
predestinated end, / Abridg’d the circuit of his hope-full dayes.” It
seems not to have attracted critical attention, perhaps because it sur-
vives in only two copies (both at Oxford); but its style does not en-
courage us to believe that it could represent a product of Shakespeare’s

maturity. . . .'

This is what is known by Pentagon strategists as “a preemptive
strike,” and in Anglo-American literary studies as “business as usual.”
But as a newcomer to the profession I was stunned to see my work
being used in this way. The Oxford editors went on to paraphrase an
argument I had set out in the 1985 typescript, read by Wells, under
my compilation of “Contrary Evidence”—that a literal reading of the
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elegist’s reference to “days of youth” could rule out Shakespeare as
the poem’s author. When Elegy by W.S. finally rolled off a Delaware
press, Shakespeareans would be entitled to say, “Oh yes, that poem
that Stanley Wells considered and rejected.” Having been promised
by Bill Sisler’s signed contract in 1984 that the elegy would not be
mentioned in any O.U.P. text prior to the publication of my book, I
had not looked to receive this bullet in the buttock.

“No point in getting upset,” I told myself.

“You’re too upset,” said Gwen.

When I next saw Stanley Wells it was at the April convention of
the Shakespeare Association of America. Having slipped out of a dull
lecture, I rounded a corner and came upon Dr. Wells in the lobby, all
alone, slightly frantic, lifting cushions one after the other from the
hotel sofas and chairs, obviously searching for something he had mis-
placed. I watched this solitary spectacle for a moment, trying to think
of the perfect thing to say. Spotting me, Wells stood bolt upright. If
I had thought he would appreciate the joke, I'd have said, “Looking
for lost Shakespeare poems?” or even, “Need some pocket change?”

By this time, the whole planet had come to view “Shakespeare dis-
coveries” as a phenomenon not unlike Elvis sightings. I was less than
optimistic about a congratulatory reception for Elegy by W.S.: A
Study in Attribution.” And indeed, when the book appeared in 1989
it was reviewed without enthusiasm, one reviewer asking idly how
such “exemplary methodology” should have led me to such an un-
satisfactory conclusion. Shakespeare is a great author, the elegy not
so great, and scholars are by nature a careful breed. No one wished
to jump up and down on a limb for a text that wasn’t certainly Shake-
speare’s and that added nothing to the poet’s reputation, including
me. Busy now with an edition of early women writers, I was glad to
be done with literary attribution. I had gathered new evidence on the
authorship of “A Funeral Elegy,” tending to confirm an attribution
to Shakespeare, but it could wait until my retirement.

At the April 1989 convention of the Shakespeare Association of
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America, held that year in Austin, Texas, a representative of the As-
sociated University Presses was on hand at the New Books exhibit,
with a banner announcing disposition of the Delaware Shakespeare
Prize. On display were copies of my Elegy by W.S., hot off the press
and cooling fast. On the third day of the conference, over lunch, I
was introduced to Richard Abrams, an authority on Shakespeare’s last
plays and late style. He expressed surprise at the lack of conference
buzz about the Peter elegy. As a hitherto uncommented trove of
Shakespeare allusion, wasn’t the elegy an important text no matter
who wrote it? I shrugged off the apparent indifference with an indif-
ferent remark or two of my own about how the Shakespeare attri-
bution for this undramatic poem was best tested by time and
published debate, not by newspaper headlines and shrill hysterics in
the Letters column of the Times Literary Supplement. Abrams had no
trouble with the restrained, unimaginative language throughout the
elegy. In his reading, W.S.’s funeral poem was not so much untheat-
rical as antitheatrical, further proof of Shakespeare’s Prospero-like
turn, at the end of his career, against the conventions of his own art
and artfulness.'®

It made sense to me that the elegy should be greeted with thought-
ful caution—as, say, when volunteers are asked to open a door behind
which awaits either a lottery ticket or a case of leprosy. The recent
string of bruited “Shakespeare” discoveries had left Wells and Taylor,
Sams, Dominik, and Levi and their supporters feeling bruised, and
almost everyone else weary or suspicious. If there should be a vocal
response to an untheatrical or antitheatrical funeral poem by Shake-
speare, it promised to be like that of a protective mother upon learning
that her son has kited a check: “My boy would never do something
like that!” But there was already plenty of evidence on the table sug-
gesting that our boy not only would, but did.
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LAMENTABLE NEWS

O, whither tends the lamentable spite
Of this world’s teenful apprehension,
Which understands all things amiss, . . .

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, “A FUNERAL ELEGY,” LINES 269-71

The media snowball was first set into motion in Chicago, almost im-
perceptibly, at the December 1995 convention of the Modern Lan-
guage Association. Every year between Christmas and New Year’s,
some American city is overrun with twelve to seventeen thousand
professors of literature, members of the MLA, each wearing a little
name tag and speaking in a lit-crit jargon that falls on the ears of the
locals like a foreign tongue. It is at the annual MLA convention that
much of the profession’s business gets conducted—job interviews,
marketing of manuscripts, textbook promotions, editorial board
meetings, hobnobbing with old colleagues and classmates, cash bars,
adultery, intellectual and political debate. The schedule is packed from
dawn to dusk with edifying seminars and important lectures on topics
of critical interest. (By “important,” I mean “interesting to literary
scholars.” In my profession, whenever anyone has produced com-
mendable commentary of any kind, we describe it as “important”—

» <«

“this important book on Jacobean cross-dressing,” “her important es-
say on alchemy,” “his important talk on Q1 Love’s Labour’s Lost.”)

The convention moves from city to city—but for me, Chicago has
always been the most happening place for an MLA convention. It was
as a new Ph.D. at the 1985 MLA at Chicago’s Hyatt Regency that I
first interviewed for teaching jobs (including the Vassar position) amid
the swirl of controversy over “Shall I die? Shall I fly.” At the 1990
MLA, same city, same hotel, I spent two hours stuck in an oxygen-
free elevator with twenty-two other academics, most of whom had
something to say (some of which was not grammatically fastidious)
and only one emergency telephone on which to say it. At the 1995
convention (same city, same hotel), a correspondent for the Chicago
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Tribune reported on the MLA’s Special Session on “A Funeral Elegy,”
featuring Richard Abrams, Stephen Booth, Leo Daugherty, Lars
Engle, and myself. One scholar in the audience grumbled about a
conspiracy afoot to make a silk purse of a sow’s ear by stitching Shake-
speare’s name to a dull funeral poem. But the reporter, who ordinarily
wrote for the entertainment section, was sufficiently entertained to
write a brief story for the T7ib comparing “A Funeral Elegy” to a
pigskin, and the five speakers to Northwestern’s 1995 championship
football team. Go, Wildcats! And way to go, you Shakespeare pro-
fessors!®?

Sunday, January 14, 1996. Arising early as usual, Gwen and I read the
Sunday New York Times over a cup of coffee. I winced a little at the
front-page headline: “A Sleuth Gets His Suspect: Shakespeare.”* To
the man or woman on the street, “literary sleuth” sounds like a cool
thing to be, but it’s not how a college professor engaged in literary
criticism and theory wishes to be identified. With a headline like that
one, it was only a matter of time—about two days—Dbefore newspaper
and magazine photographers started asking me to pose with a Sher-
lock Holmes hat and a magnifying glass. But the Times article, for all
that, was well researched, balanced, and accurate, nothing to complain
about. Bill Honan, a seasoned reporter, got it right.

The London Times, caught flat-footed, followed the next day with
a story that described the 578-line elegy as a “sonnet” (which it isn’t),
written in rhymed “couplets” (which it isn’t), found in a lost “man-
uscript” (which it wasn’t), assigned to Shakespeare by computer
(which it wasn’t), and “homoerotic in tone” (which it isn’t, though I
wish it were—W.S.’s funeral verse is no more erotic than cold cab-
bage). Interviewed by the Times, Peter Levi (“As this is endless”)
remarked sourly of my methodology that “Such analysis is almost
always complete rubbish.”?! Stanley Wells (“Shall T die?”) remarked
to the Times, and to the London Observer, and to the BBC and CBC,
and to readers of the Times Literary Supplement, and to anyone who
would listen, that the elegy is too “boring” to be Shakespeare’s, and
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that he had a “gut instinct” that Peter Levi was right about the meth-
odology.

Joseph Sobran, an American anti-Stratfordian, published an article
stating that the “Funeral Elegy” was actually written by the Earl of
Oxford, many years before William Peter died. An English Shake-
spearean (responding, perhaps, to the Levi-Wells assessment of my
methodology) sent me the transcript of what he said was the fragment
of an Elizabethan theatrical manuscript, purchased at auction and of
scholarly interest. He hoped that I could examine the text and render
an opinion. (I did: it was an elaborate but unconvincing hoax, ca.
January 1996). While the first parodies of “A Funeral Elegy” appeared
on the Internet, reporters from New York to Melbourne clamored
for stories on the “new” Shakespeare poem. The circus parade had
begun, not of my own making, but there was no stopping it.

DAMNATION

Yet, as the devils led away the man, ... being gone past, Hopeful
looked after him, and espied on his back a paper with this inscription,
“Wanton professor, and damnable apostate.”

—]JOHN BUNYAN, PILGRIM’S PROGRESS

Of nearly forty new attributions ventured in my book Elegy by W.S.,
most of them to minor poets, none had been contested. Only one
would be contested now: the one getting attention from the press. To
propose an addition to the Shakespeare canon is like announcing that
you’ve found a lost Book of the Bible, due for inclusion in future
editions. A challenge to the canon of an important writer like God or
Shakespeare invites a trial by fire. And history shows that it is usually
the attributor who gets burned.

After several years of quiet scholarly pursuits, I suddenly found
myself surrounded by a small band of indignant Shakespeareans
whooping for my scalp. Small, but fierce. A posse of scholars, mostly
British, swore that this stinker would be admitted to the Shakespeare
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canon only over their dead bodies. Stanley Wells and Peter Levi were
followed by Brian Vickers, Richard Proudfoot, and Katherine
Duncan-Jones. Wells and Proudfoot identified W.S. as a country par-
son hired by the Peter family. Successive articles and letters identified
him as Simon Wastell the younger, and then Simon Wastell the elder
(Brian Vickers), Sir William Strode of Plympton Erle or a kinsman
(Katherine Duncan-Jones), then John Ford (Vickers again). Worse, in
the pages of TLS the attribution was seen as a symptom of moral
decay. Vickers put “American” text analysis right up there with
feminism, Derrida, and Lacan as a symptom of cultural decline.
Duncan-Jones blasted the American professoriate as “irresponsible”
in an article that cited scholarly interest in the “Shakespeare” elegy as
an indication of all that’s wrong with “America’s politically correct
universities.”?

None of the alternative attributions turned out as well as the at-
tributors had planned. In May 1997, Dr. Katherine Duncan-Jones
announced the “true” author of the elegy: “Not only was it not
Shakespeare, it was a man widely regarded as one of the era’s worst
authors . . . the Rev. William Sclater,” a Puritan zealot and polemicist.
Promising to the editors of Shakespeare Studies her proofs that
Sclater-Did-It, Duncan-Jones lamented in a press interview that her
discovery came too late for the elegy to be withdrawn from those new
American editions of Shakespeare’s Complete Works.?

In a surprise move a few months later, Dr. Duncan-Jones hauled
me onto the deck with her, opining in a letter to 7LS that I now
supported her “identification of the true author” (Rev. Sclater). A
month after that, as the Sclater ship foundered and sank, Duncan-
Jones wrote still another letter to 7LS, stating that, anyway, her
attribution to Sclater was “a suggestion only, not a downright
assertion.”?* Duncan-Jones has since taken the position that “A Fu-
neral Elegy” is so tiresome that it doesn’t really matter who wrote
the damned thing, so long as it wasn’t Shakespeare. But the discovery
that Sclater was a mistake came too late for Duncan-Jones’s Sclater-
Did-It essay to be withdrawn from the 1997 volume of Shakespeare
Studies.®
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While the effort to Save Our Shakespeare occupied these few
scholars, my attention was diverted. Only a few days after “A Sleuth
Gets His Suspect” appeared in the New York Times, Random House
released the smash bestseller Primary Colors by “Anonymous.” The
search for Anonymous created a storm that soon dragged me into its
vortex as well, pulling me not just from Shakespeare but from the
family dinner table. On February 15, 1996, as my two boys were
walking home from school, they cut across Vassar’s campus and saw
an extraordinary sight—a helicopter, ascending like a small spacecraft
from the college hockey field. They ran to find Gwen, shouting
“Mom, Mom, you’re not going to believe this! A helicopter just took
off from Vassar!”

“I know,” sighed Gwen. “Your dad is on it.”




BRIl ALES B R T W 0O

No, Really,
He Is Anonymous

LIFE’S CALLING

The man said, “I was once a fair and flourishing professor,
... I once was, as I thought, fair for the Celestial City.”
—JOHN BUNYAN’S “PROFESSOR,” IN PILGRIM’S PROGRESS'

The first I ever heard of Poughkeepsie was in the movie The French
Connection, a 1971 thriller about the heroin trade. The film opens
with a street Santa Claus (detective Jimmy “Popeye” Doyle in dis-
guise) chasing down a dope peddler named Willie. After collaring his
man in a vacant lot, Doyle slams him against a fence and drills him
with rapid-fire questions: “When’s the last time you picked your feet,
Willie? I've got a man in Poughkeepsie who wants to talk to you. You
ever been to Poughkeepsie? Huh? ... You’ve been to Poughkeepsie,
haven’t ya! ... You sat on the edge of the bed, didn’t ya! Ya took off
your shoes, you put your finger between your toes, and ya picked
your feet, didn’t ya! Now, say it!”

Squirming in the detective’s neck-hold, Willie squeals out, “Yes,
yes!”—to which Doyle replies, “I’'m gonna bust your ass for those
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three bags, and then I’'m gonna nail you for pickin’ your feet in Pough-
keepsie! ™

January 28, 1986. Poughkeepsie (puh-KIP-see), New York, a Hud-
son River town seventy-five miles north of the Big Apple, is the home
of Vassar College. I won’t forget my first visit. Having completed my
Ph.D. at the University of California, I was making the rounds of
various East Coast universities and colleges at which I had been of-
fered a job or been asked for an on-campus interview. On the morning
of my flight, just before I left Santa Barbara, temperatures in the
Northeast were in the 40s and raining, not bad. But by the time I
landed in Newark, the mercury had plummeted to something-
something below zero. The roads were sheeted over with ice.

Driving northward to Poughkeepsie after visits to Princeton
and Rutgers, I turned on the radio of my little yellow rental car
and was stunned by the first words over the air: “At 11:39 this
morning, shortly after what looked like a perfect launch, the space
shuttle Challenger exploded in midair. All seven persons on board
are presumed dead.” I reached for the volume control as if T had
misheard the news. At that precise moment, with my attention still
fixed on the radio dial, my right front wheel was jolted by a road
hazard that flattened the tire and bent the rim. For a brief second,
I had the weird sensation that I had just collided with a piece of
the space shuttle.

Coasting noisily to the shoulder of I-87, I parked, dug out the tire
iron, jack, and spare, and fell to work, having brought nothing warmer
than a professorish-looking sports coat. No gloves, no hat, no sweater,
no long underwear. It was a miserable business, changing that tire. By
the time I reached Poughkeepsie, with grimy hands, chattering teeth,
and a hacking cough, I wanted to go home. If I needed to pick my
feet I would do it in Santa Barbara. But when I passed through the
limestone arch of Vassar’s main gate and saw the campus for the first
time, I fell in love with its spacious lawns, ancient trees, ivy-covered
halls, hiking and biking trails, environmental preserve, and nine-hole
golf course. Twenty-two hundred students: doing the math, that came
out to roughly two students per acre, with one instructor for every
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ten undergraduates. Vassar seemed like a good place to settle into the
quiet, idyllic life of a Shakespeare professor. Seven months later, in
August, I drove cross-continent with Gwen and our two boys, Blake
(then aged three) and Eric (still a baby), to begin our new life in
Poughkeepsie.

Vassar has a bustling-enough campus for eleven months of the
year, but from late December through mid-January, with the students
gone, it’s a no-man’s-land. Faculty members over break attend aca-
demic conferences, or conduct research in London or Paris or the
Bahamas, or else just hunker down at home to prepare for the new
semester. Deer wander the grounds undisturbed. A few late-traveling
Canada geese hang out by Sunset Lake, ignoring joggers but taking
wing when a fox draws near. Nothing much happens. Even the library
shuts down.

January 13, 1996. One Saturday about halfway through my tenth
year at Vassar, and three weeks into winter break, I puttered about
the house doing I can’t remember just what. About ten P.M., the tele-
phone rang. My caller identified himself as David Reiter of ABC
News.

“Professor Foster? Did you know that you are front-page news in
tomorrow’s New York Times?”

I knew there was to be an article, but no, I didn’t expect it to be
on page one—and the story wasn’t about me, really, it was about “A
Funeral Elegy.”

“Yes, but it was you who found the poem. You researched the
thing. It took what?—a dozen years for the poem to be authenticated
as a lost work by William Shakespeare . . .”

“Well . ..,” I said.

«

...and we want to do an exclusive interview with you for ABC
World News Tonight.”

I hesitated.

“We can send a film crew to Poughkeepsie first thing in the morn-
ing. An ABC correspondent, probably Catherine Crier, will conduct
the interview. It shouldn’t take you more than an hour or two, and
you can be on your way.”
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The story as told by ABC News would last for a minute, and be
well told. The attention would be good for Vassar, good for Shake-
speare studies, and probably wouldn’t hurt me, either.

But with only a week left in which to prepare for the new semester,
I could see that the remainder of my break would not go as planned.

APPREHENDING ANONYMOUS

“Code yellow.”
“T’ll ind him, hold on. He ain’t doing anything that important.”
—ANONYMOUS, PRIMARY COLORS

I had no inkling that media interest in “A Funeral Elegy” would lead
me from poets to killers, or from Stratford-upon-Avon to Quantico,
nor did I have time to think about it. As the elegy became news in
New York, then in London and around the world, my home and
office telephones rang more or less constantly for more than a month,
making it difficult to type a complete sentence, tie both shoes, or
brush my teeth. Flossing was out of the question. The telephone was
like a colicky baby—every time I tried to put it down for a rest, it
erupted again into noise. Most of the folks calling had not read the
poem, but had heard that it was pretty homoerotic.

Two weeks after the Times story, phones were still ringing but a
new query was interjected: it was not always “May we interview you
about the Shakespeare poem?” (on Australian or Brazilian or Cana-
dian or Danish or Zimbabwean television) nor even “Can you fax us
a copy?” but rather, “Who wrote Primary Colors?” Having gone for
days without reading a paper, without so much as eating a meal sitting
down, I knew nothing of “Anonymous,” or of Primary Colors, a
moderately funny novel modeled on Robert Penn Warren’s All the
King’s Men but satirizing Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign.

The pseudonym “Anonymous” was a stroke of genius. Released
on January 22 with a first printing of just 62,000 copies, Primary
Colors rocketed to the top of bestseller lists and stayed there,




No, Really, He Is Anonymous + 57

promising not to come down again until someone could figure out
who wrote it. Most Beltway journalists suspected that it was
written by one of their own stripe. At cocktail parties and press
conferences, reporters interrogated one another with suspicion.
Challenged by the White House to find Anonymous and to blow
the author’s cover, the New York Times and the Washington Post
pulled out all the stops, each paper assigning an investigative team
to solve this semiliterary problem. Nominations from the press in-
cluded Sidney Blumenthal and Michael Kelly, political writers for
The New Yorker; humorist Christopher Buckley; Lisa Grunwald,
novelist and sister of former Clinton aide Mandy Grunwald; the
Times’s Maureen Dowd; New Republic columnist Michael Lewis;
Erik Tarloff, screenwriter and husband of Clinton advisor Laura
Tyson; the Doonesbury cartoonist, Garry Trudeau; and some fifty
others. Noting that the novel’s fictional narrator is black, some
commentators looked for a black author, with Christopher Buck-
ley voting for Toni Morrison, and Princeton’s Elaine Showalter
nominating the Harvard scholar Henry Louis Gates.

Newsweek’s Mark Miller observed that the author of Primary Colors
“had both real inside knowledge and a dead-on eye. . . . Clinton (‘Jack
Stanton’) is captured perfectly.” White House senior aide George Ste-
phanopoulos, Miller reported, was “obsessed with the book” and
“startled by how his character’s thoughts . . . mirror his own.” Miller,
who spent a year inside the Clinton camp and witnessed many of the
same scenes that Anonymous presents as fiction, wondered aloud,
“How did the author know?”*> Of course, the real question, at least
the one that was obsessing Stephanopoulos and his colleagues as well
as every journalist who had ever written about the Clintons, was How
can we know the author?

Someone got the idea, “Let’s call that Vassar Shakespeare professor
and see what he thinks!” Pretty soon, everyone was doing it.
Prompted by the recent story in the New York Times called “A Sleuth

24

Gets His Suspect: Shakespeare,” reporters and editors wondered if
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literary scholarship could do the trick for Primary Colors. So, while
still fielding calls about “A Funeral Elegy” from L’Express and
L’Espresso magazines and the Times of India and the Shakespeare So-
ciety of Japan, and from one sweet little old lady from Massachusetts
who called daily, I was invited to identify Anonymous for the press—
a prospect that seemed, to me, about as appealing as prostate trouble.
But Ariel Kaminer, a staff writer for New York magazine, was per-
sistent.

“Sorry, Ms. Kaminer, I can’t help you.”

“Why not? This is a really big story.”

“There’s a good reason why not. I have classes to prepare.”

“So you don’t think you can identify Anonymous?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Why can’t you?”

“Maybe I can, I dunno.”

“What would you need?”

“Well, first off, I'd need a machine-readable text of the novel so
that I can do electronic searches for words, phrases, collocations.”

Kaminer said: “No prob. I can get you that. What else?”

“There are millions of people in this country, most of whom know
how to write. I would need someplace to begin, a list of suspects to
investigate.”

“Got it! The Washington Post has already published a list of thirty-
five suspects.”

“How many of those thirty-five have already denied writing
the novel?”

“All of them. But—"

“Forget 1t.”

“But we’ve got a few more names, and I thought you could add
to the list as other names turn up.”

“Look, I haven’t even read this book. Sorry.”

“We’ll send you a copy. Tell us what you think.”

It seemed like an interesting problem. If I failed to discover which
of 270 million Americans wrote the novel, I'd be none the worse for
having tried; on the other hand, a success would demonstrate that the
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methodology can be effective not only on Renaissance texts but for
virtually any English text—and this, I thought, would have some
academic value by providing a touchstone with respect to the new
“Shakespcare” poem. Ever since that article in the London Times,
when reporters called, the first question was usually “Does the elegy
truly show that Shakespeare was a homosexual?” Something was
needed to regain perspective and to focus interest on the methodol-
ogy. Of course, if I named the author of Primary Colors and got it
wrong, that would be not so good. I may as well put the “Shake-
speare” elegy into a blender and eat it for breakfast, and tell Dr. Wells
& Co. to save their bullets.

The next day, by FedEx, I received from New York a hard copy and
electronic text of Primary Colors, with a list of the Post’s thirty-five
nominees for Anonymous, all of whom had declined the nomination;
together with blocks of electronic text from what were then the lead-
ing suspects; also, a ream of printed articles, interviews, and op-ed
pieces; and a promise of more writing samples yet to come.

With a shortlist of only thirty-five suspects, finding Anonymous
promised to be a pretty easy assignment, but there was no guarantee
that the actual author was numbered among the Post’s prime sus-
pects. To get started, I flipped through Primary Colors, flagging four
hundred of Anonymous’s least common words (ablaze, abruptly,
abyss . .. zipped up, zombie, zoned in), then began searching the sus-
pects’ writing samples for an author whose vocabulary closely
matched that of Primary Colors.

The results were discouraging: per ten thousand words of text,
none of the candidates registered a singularly high usage of the
flagged words. Having little else to go on, I asked New York for
longer cross-samples, and for new candidates. The editors sent me
Thomas Caplan, a novelist and a college roommate of Clinton’s;
Newsweek writers Peter Goldman and Mark Miller; syndicated
columnist Molly Ivins, rumored to be former Clinton speechwriter
Paul Begala’s ghost; Times reporter Elizabeth Kolbert; and novelist
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Marylouise Oates, conveniently married to Democratic consultant
Bob Shrum. Scanning every file for a high concentration of Pri-
mary Colors vocabulary, my net remained empty. This computer-
assisted search failed to deliver a single plausible suspect. It looked
as if I would have to read the book.

Having scheduled a talk that Friday at UCLA, I had no time to
read Primary Colors, but I dropped the novel into my carry-on bag,
just in case. I read it on the plane.

When the announcement came to prepare for landing at LAX,
seats upright, tray-tables stowed, all electronic devices turned off,
our bags stored safely beneath the seat in front of us, I was on the
last chapter. “So was it a good book?” asked the person sitting
next to me, as I put it away. “Oh, I dunno,” I said, truthfully.
When reading a text of unknown or disputed authorship, I have
developed an odd way of reading, by which my brain records ideas
and words and punctuation from the printed page while the story
goes zipping right past me, unattended. Having finished Primary
Colors, T had a good fix on the text’s orthography, diction, sen-
tence construction, source material, political ideology, and points
of anxiety; and I had inferred quite a bit about the author’s
psyche. I just didn’t know the story—that would have to wait for
a second read-through on the flight home.

Anonymous, like any anonymous writer, revealed a good deal
about his way of viewing the world, and about himself, and about
his purpose for writing. If the novel was an insider’s story of the
1992 Clinton campaign, it was also a tale of disillusionment, of
resentment. As depicted in Primary Colors, the Clinton/Stanton
figure makes you mad. In fact, someone should punch him. Actu-
ally, someone does punch him: the Hillary/Susan figure smacks
him right in the kisser on page 122. This from a woman who
could “come after your scrawny little ding-a-ling with a pair of
garden shears.” The Clinton/Stanton figure deserves it. Hillary/
Susan then goes after the the novel’s scrawny narrator, Henry
Burton (not to be confused with the Renaissance elegist of that
name), but this time it’s for love, not for attempted emasculation,
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and for a sweet hour’s passionate revenge on her philandering hus-
band. Where, then, does the “inside story” of Clinton’s marriage
and political campaign veer off into a smear by innuendo? Posing
as a “tell-all” exposé, the novel felt to me like an assault on the
Clintons by someone who somehow felt betrayed.

The author also seemed to have some issues about blacks and
women. In Primary Colors there are good blacks and bad blacks.
Campaign aide Henry Burton, narrator of the story and a stand-in for
both Stephanopoulos and the author, is a good black with deep am-
bivalence toward Jack Stanton, his admiration mixed with anger and
disgust. The book opens with Henry’s observation that Governor
Stanton “was a big fellow, looking seriously pale on the streets of
Harlem in deep summer. I am small and not so dark, not very threat-
ening to Caucasians; I do not strut my stuff.” One moral of Primary
Colors is that liberal politicians are bad news for good blacks. In the
final chapter, overcome with dyspepsia, Henry vomits, then rejects
Stanton in a wave of moral disgust.

The two kinds of females in Primary Colors are bitches and bim-
bos. Jack Stanton is married to one kind while chasing the other. But
here, too, Henry is ambivalent. Apart from his one-night stand with
Susan, Henry has only a brief fling with the vaguely asexual Daisy.
She pulls off her shirt and asks for sex: “ ‘I’'m practically a guy ... up
top,” she said. She did have a nice—pert, sexy in a businesslike way—
bottom. ‘Okay,” ” says Henry—though he finds most women unap-
petizing, or frightening. For example, there’s Libby, a 250-pound
women’s libber, who points guns at men’s crotches and threatens to
blast away their genitals, just like Hillary/Susan with her garden
shears.

Though Henry and his creator, Anonymous, both love to use the
F-word whenever possible, they both have trouble imagining anyone
actually performing it. The sexual liaisons between Henry and Susan
and Henry and Daisy are so totally unconvincing that Henry himself
can hardly believe they happened. Together with campaign director
Richard Jemmons/James Carville (who “looks like he was sired
during the love scene from Deliverance”), Henry finds candidate
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Stanton’s weakness for a “hairslut” utterly perplexing. The two men
lie on Henry’s hotel bed, chuckling over Stanton’s weakness for Cash-
mere McLeod, who looks “hilarious: truck-stop pinups.” Stanton’s
bimbo “had breasts, that was clear enough. But the rest of her body
remained a mystery, as did the quality of her mind.” The suggestion
that Primary Colors was written by a woman—novelist Lisa Grun-
wald, New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd, or indeed any
woman—was perhaps thinkable, but not likely.

Anonymous exhibits a lot of journalistic inside-baseball, and I no-
ticed that the novelist seemed an avid fan of one side: in the world of
Primary Colors, no one can get accurate and fast-breaking news except
from the Washington Post and its affiliates. On the road, in piney-
woods country, Henry must have the Post faxed to him or else settle
for the “thin, unsatisfying” New York Times. Henry opines that the
Times’s “speculative articles” seem “dense.” One Times reporter is
“better known for oenophilia than initiative”; another suffers from
Ivy League envy; another “always tapped the purest—if not quite the
freshest—vein of conventional wisdom. And the Post? “The Post
was always a beat ahead of the others when it came to nuance and
minutiae.”

As represented by Anonymous in Primary Colors, no journalis-
tic enterprise is more potent—or more to be feared by liberals—
than those damned conservative pundits who write for Newsweek
(which the Washington Post Company owns). At one point,
Henry whines that Newsweek “buried us with a derisive piece
called ‘The Anatomy of a Flameout’” Just two words from
George Will are enough to sink Stanton in the opinion polls; one
piercing question from Will leaves the Stanton team “badly dam-
aged.” Meanwhile, Newsweek’s rival, Time, harmlessly collects
dust in Momma Stanton’s “magazine rack, next to the La-Z-Boy,”
together with The Smithsonian.

Such observations as these are what literary scholars would call
“internal biographical evidence.” From such evidence one might have
guessed that the author of Primary Colors was white, middle-aged,
male, ambivalent about women; someone loyal to Newsweek or the
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Post; someone who wished to tutor blacks in what’s good for them.
But the author’s puffing for Newsweek could be a false lead planted to
put canny readers off the scent. And Henry’s persistent difficulties
with heterosexual desire might be read as an anti-gay joke, or even an
anti-black one: throughout Primary Colors, Henry’s tamed blackness
is the visible sign of defective manhood: “ “Where are you staying?’
she whispered, her lips and a tiny hint of tongue on my ear. ‘Uhhh . ..
L’Afrique,’ I said.” (Pronounced aloud: La Freak.) “ “That’s the faggot
hotel,” she said, pulling back.” Anonymous might share nothing of
Henry’s sexual ambivalence. He might be a heterosexual male suffer-
ing from deep homosexual panic. I noted that Primary Colors was
dedicated to the author’s anonymous partner (“For my spouse, living
proof that flamboyance and discretion are not mutually exclusive”),
which could point the reader away from—or toward—a gay author.
But his political persuasions were clear enough.

PRIMARY CULPRIT

I began to feel different when I—or rather, Anonymous, sat down
to write. . .. Finally, I asked my agent: “Have I changed over the
course of this? Am I becoming Anonymous? Am I different now?”

—ANONYMOUS, “NO, REALLY, I AM ANONYMOUS” (19 MAY 1996)°

While I was at UCLA giving that guest lecture, New York delivered,
by e-mail, a virtual library to my office computer—a greatly expanded
electronic archive of writings by possible suspects. All of the Post’s
thirty-five candidates were now represented in the Primary Colors
text archive, plus a few others whose work I had added to the pool
myself, political journalists and a few novelists. Returning to my office
on Monday, not yet ready for Tuesday’s classes, I thought I'd poke
around in New York’s text archive, just for a few minutes, to see if
any of the archived writers looked like plausible candidates, and
spent the whole day on it. Every little while, a new batch of files came
over the Internet. About 4 P.M. I called Kurt Andersen, New York’s
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editor. “Sorry, I'm getting nowhere. The best I can do is maybe supply
some kind of sliding probability for the writers I've already consid-
ered, but I’d say it’s about zero for all of them.”

Andersen said, “Keep trying.”

None of the suspects examined so far had a vocabulary closely
resembling that of Anonymous. Nor could I find a candidate who
sounded like Anonymous. Few of the Post’s suspects shared the in-
your-face aggressiveness of Primary Colors. Marylouise Lisa Oates’s
writing was too sincere, indeed, too chaste, and Grunwald’s too
thoughtful. Christopher Buckley’s prose is more fluid than that of
Anonymous, with consecutive parenthetical phrases, branching syn-
tax, fewer fragments. None of the candidates shared, in any notable
way, the orthographical or syntactical habits of Anonymous, and
none seemed to share his fixation on race and aggressive women.

There were a few false leads. Anonymous employed dozens of
words and phrases that appeared also in Michael Kelly’s work, a few
of which were unusual though not rare (reedy, rabbity, machine-gun
nests).® Like Kelly, Anonymous often coined words beginning with
un- or quasi-. Again like Kelly, Anonymous habitually referred to
buildings, walls, halls, as “cinder-block,” without which term Anon-
ymous was often at a loss for descriptive adjectives when speaking of
architecture. The two authors often had a similar cadence: “standing
up, standing over the table, hands on the shoulders of two of the
students, leaning over the table” (Anon.); “leaning half out of win-
dows, perched on roofs, standing on bumpers” (Kelly); “sycophancy
frays the nerves, clogs the arteries” (Anon.); “surrounded by aides and
sycophants. . . . One clogged and broken main” (Kelly). In addition,
Michael Kelly and Maureen Dowd—friends who have written colla-
boratively—shared a few words or phrases with Anonymous, such as
“Elvis sideburns,” that did not appear in the other samples. But Kelly
didn’t pan out. His overall lexical correlation with Anonymous was
not high, and there were many obstacles to a Kelly attribution, such
as a terribly high frequency of the, a word appearing far more often
in Kelly’s <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>