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  A RESPONSE TO GABRIEL EGAN’S NYWES 2018a 

     Darren Freebury-Jones 

On the SHAKSPER online forum, Gabriel Egan has continued to attack and misrepresent 

scholars who disagree with him and his New Oxford Shakespeare colleagues in a thread 

titled: ‘The Shakespeare Canon and the NOS’. I first suggested that Egan’s reviews could not 

be trusted in a paper called, ‘A Response to Gabriel Egan’s NYWES 2016’ (available on my 

website), exposing several logical fallacies in his critique of two peer-reviewed articles I 

wrote. Contributors to SHAKSPER have since highlighted numerous issues with Egan’s 

accounts of other scholars’ work, and indeed the review I respond to in this paper was called 

‘a travesty, misrepresenting me at several points, let alone Freebury-Jones and Dahl. I 

respectfully ask readers to check […] some of the things Egan claims’ by Pervez Rizvi. Egan 

abused the SHAKSPER forum by posting a so-called ‘scholarly paper’ for reader comments, 

which was in fact a needlessly hostile critique of the article, ‘The Limitations of 

Microattribution’, co-authored by myself and Marcus Dahl for Texas Studies in Literature 

and Language. He has promised to self-publish this review as part of his Not the Year’s Work 

in English Studies 2018 in 2020. The article I co-wrote was a critique of early modern 

attribution studies that relied on purely quantitative analyses of plays, using Gary Taylor’s 

‘microattribution’ method as a case study, specifically in his article co-authored with John V. 

Nance, ‘Imitation or Collaboration? Marlowe and the Early Shakespeare Canon’. Here I 

respond to Egan’s critique. Given that Egan’s review is a draft, the points I make are 

provisional and I intend to respond to any additional criticisms that Egan makes in his final 

version. The views below are mine and do not necessarily represent those of my co-author. 

 Things do not begin well with Egan’s review. He paraphrases the title of the article 

(he calls it ‘The Limits of Microattribution’) and even manages to get the journal name 

wrong as well (he calls it Texas Studies in Language and Literature). Such errors hardly 
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inspire confidence that this review is carefully written or that the reviewer is a reliable, 

impartial witness. The first two paragraphs are characterized by classic Egan rhetorical ploys. 

For instance, he says that Dahl and I claim something, when in fact we do not: ‘Instead of 

quantitative methods, Freebury-Jones and Dahl suggest that we should go back to “reading-

based approaches”’. Anyone who reads the article will instantly recognize that Egan is being 

economical with the truth here: we argue that competent quantitative analyses using sufficient 

sample sizes should be supplemented by qualitative analysis, and though we offer several 

caveats about the former we end the article by promoting a new shared database that ‘can 

bridge competing quantitative and qualitative methods’, and we advocate ‘an agreed-upon set 

of quantifiable results’. This instance of paraphrase is therefore akin to the information Egan 

gives his readers regarding the article title and the journal in which it appeared.  

Another tactic that Egan frequently employs in his reviews is feigned ignorance or 

confusion in order to make it look like authors are being unclear. Dahl and I suggest that if 

Taylor and Nance need to exclude phrases common to a speech and passages that speech is 

supposedly imitating then their analysis is ‘self-defeating’, because they concede from the off 

that authorship cannot be distinguished from imitation on a purely quantitative basis. Egan 

writes that we ‘do not say why or indicate what flaw’ we ‘are implying’, but I doubt that 

Egan’s bewilderment would be shared by any non-partisan reader. Egan also completely 

misses another point Dahl and I make: that recycled phrases or imitative passages may also 

duplicate so-called function words as well as content words. He calls this a ‘counter-intuitive’ 

claim, but given that function words are fundamental to conveying the meaning of phrases I 

do not think it is counter-intuitive at all. This is Egan employing another characteristic tactic: 

stating his opinions as if they were facts. To reiterate, all of the above issues with Egan’s 

critique occur in the space of just two paragraphs. 



3 
 

Egan then cavils on our use of the word ‘condense’ to describe Taylor and Nance’s 

fragmentation of speeches into Lilliputian 173-word samples. He insults us by writing that 

‘Freebury-Jones and Dahl do not seem to understand the tests they are trying to critique’ 

because we criticize Taylor and Nance for using three ‘paltry’ matches with Edward II as 

evidence for Marlowe’s authorship of a sample from The Massacre at Paris. But Taylor and 

Nance contradict themselves in their single play analysis, given that they consider a ‘greater 

spread’ of parallels to be better evidence than a playwright ‘selectively imitating one play’. 

Either way, I imagine that few readers would be convinced by a study that claims to 

discriminate dramatists on the basis of a single verbal match, as is the case with Marlowe, 

who, in the tests involving whole canons, has ‘five matches to Greene’s four’ in The 

Massacre at Paris sample. Taylor and Nance’s switching between tests merely obfuscates the 

fact that their results for this sample are unsatisfactory.  

In our article we offer a parallel between Joan’s speech in Henry VI Part One and 

Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, whilst acknowledging that ‘the co-occurrence of isolated 

function words’ in this match ‘means that’ the parallel passages ‘do not seem to adhere to 

Taylor and Nance’s criteria’. We cite this example, which displays verbal patterning in terms 

of prosodic positioning and parallelism of thought as well as language, in order to show the 

kind of worthwhile matches that Taylor and Nance exclude in their number-specific analyses. 

We also note that the trigram ‘And give me’ is ‘far from rare in the period’ (but that it is 

collocated with other words in a similar semantic and syntactic structure here). Why Egan 

ignores this and wastes his own and his readers’ time in citing 17 instances of the trigram 

‘And give me’ I do not know.  

We proceed to reproduce Taylor and Nance’s method and demonstrate that they 

missed several matches between Joan’s speech and Kyd’s accepted plays. We use what Egan 

calls a ‘window-of-interest’ to examine collocations because this is precisely what Taylor and 
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Nance do. Egan makes out that we stretch ‘a point’ to obtain Kyd matches by admitting 

parallels separated by intervening words, but we simply found matches that Taylor and Nance 

failed to cite when we reproduced their methodology. Egan is hinting at intellectual 

dishonesty here, and it is unwarranted. Having found several matches with Kyd, it seems to 

us that Taylor and Nance’s method is not rigorous enough or that they either consciously or 

unconsciously concealed matches with Kyd. Egan claims that our analysis ‘does more harm 

than good’ to the claim that Kyd wrote Joan’s speech, but this is simply not true, given that 

we demonstrate in the article that uncontested Kyd samples often have more matches with 

Marlowe than with Kyd. 

Egan takes issue with our query as to why Taylor and Nance omitted Dido Queen of 

Carthage from their analysis when other Marlowe plays are also thought to be collaborative. 

He states that ‘Taylor and Nance did not omit Dido from analysis’ but then he quotes them as 

having presented Marlowe’s canon ‘w/o Dido’. So the points Dahl and I make, which Egan 

refers to as a ‘series of pointless rhetorical questions’, seem valid. 

In our article we demonstrate that a sample from Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy has 

several matches with Marlowe but no matches with Kyd according to Taylor and Nance’s 

criteria (they would exclude the phrase ‘Except some few that’ because it co-occurs with two 

other plays). For some reason Egan initially confines his attention to the trigrams we cite and 

lapses into incoherency when he writes about collocations. Taylor and Nance include both n-

grams and collocations in their analyses and thus so do we. Egan complains that the bigram 

‘little loss’ co-occurs with King John, but this play does not count in Taylor and Nance’s 

analysis because it postdates their dating limits. Egan’s opaque comments on our examination 

of this sample cannot erase the fact that this 173-word fragment shares more matches with 

Marlowe than it does with its true author, Kyd, according to Taylor and Nance’s criteria. Our 
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findings therefore invalidate Taylor and Nance’s claim that ‘microattribution’ can 1) reliably 

distinguish Marlowe’s hand and 2) distinguish imitation from authorship.  

Egan also complains that we ‘offer no totals’ for matches, but the ‘microattribution’ 

method relies on such small figures to make grand claims that a school child could count the 

matches we cite in our article. Turning to our analysis of a sample from Soliman and 

Perseda, which also contains more matches with Marlowe than Kyd and therefore further 

invalidates the ‘microattribution’ method, Egan reveals that the criteria employed by Taylor 

and Nance are so nebulous that proponents of ‘microattribution’ can accuse any research 

team that provides contrary results of failing to reproduce the methodology. This is hardly 

good ‘scientific’ practice. He says that ‘the matches have to consist of the same dictionary 

headword’ when Taylor and Nance do not say this in their article. He discounts the match, ‘I 

grant it thee then’ with ‘I will give it thee then’, because the words ‘grant’ and ‘give’ are not 

the same word, but they have the exact same meaning in this match, which consists of four 

other collocated words. He complains that we cite a match with Kyd containing the word 

‘will’ but that it is used in different senses (noun versus verb). The elimination of this latter 

match would bolster the argument that ‘microattribution’ is unreliable, given that Kyd would 

share fewer matches with a sample of text he wrote than we cite. Even if we discount all of 

the matches that Egan quibbles about, Marlowe would be considered the more likely author 

of this Kyd speech according to Taylor and Nance’s criteria. Rather than undermining our 

arguments, Egan has consolidated them.  

Egan chastises us for not stating how many intervening words are allowed in 

discontinuous matches (i.e. collocations. Egan has some trouble understanding what is meant 

by ‘discontinuous’), but it is ten successive words. We do not need to explain this in our 

article because we are reproducing Taylor and Nance’s criteria, which they explain, albeit 

vaguely (they merely provide this key information in their Table 1), in their article. Egan then 
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cites a match between the Soliman and Perseda sample and Grim the Collier of Croydon in 

an attempt to eliminate one of the Marlowe matches. He prevaricates about ‘the question, 

nowhere addressed by Freebury-Jones and Dahl, of whose authority to accept’ in terms of 

chronology. Again, we are reproducing Taylor and Nance’s method, and they discount Grim 

the Collier of Croydon (along with King John, as they explain in their footnote 14); thus so 

do we. If Egan had spent more time reading the article he is vehemently defending he would 

see that our reproduction of the ‘microattribution’ method is accurate in terms of both 

collocated words and the texts examined. 

Egan then insults Martin Mueller by suggesting that he ‘errs in the formulas he used’. 

We cite Mueller’s data in our article, which are based on a variety of weighting measures, in 

order to demonstrate what should by now be clear to anyone who understands corpus 

linguistics and early modern intertextuality: same-author plays do not always share more 

phrasal matches than plays by different authors. According to Egan, ‘Mueller’s calculations 

are […] unwelcome’ to us, but they are not. They provide a fascinating insight into the matrix 

of interrelations between early modern plays and hence we cite these data. Mueller’s findings 

also reveal that Marlowe’s vocabulary is so pervasive that he repeats himself less often than 

other playwrights repeat him, which counters any argument for Marlowe’s authorship on a 

purely quantitative basis, especially analyses of text samples that are far too small for reliable 

results i.e. 173-words.  

Egan concludes his review by criticizing Rizvi, who has independently exposed the 

‘microattribution’ method in an article titled, ‘The Problem of Microattribution’, 

demonstrating that when all of the available linguistic data are accounted for (as Taylor 

advocated in his original article using ‘microattribution’) the figures provided by Taylor are 

seriously misrepresentative. Rizvi makes a series of other important points with which Egan 

has refused to engage. According to Egan, it is a ‘forlorn hope’ that Rizvi’s database 
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Collocations and N-grams will be of benefit to attributionists. Despite his insistence on the 

‘scientific method’, Egan reveals here that he is willing to halt intellectual progress by any 

means possible in order to defend the New Oxford Shakespeare: Authorship Companion he 

co-edited, which relies on methods and databases that were outdated before the book reached 

print. 

  In summary, Egan’s latest review of my work draws further attention to his partisan 

scholarship, and he has failed to counter the argument that the ‘microattribution’ method is 

not reliable for discriminating dramatists. Indeed, we can safely conclude that he has 

validated it. 


