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Many important works of English literature were 
published anonymously or with false claims of 
authorship on their title pages. Without 'external' 
evidence of authorship, we have only the works' word 
choices to go on. Surprisingly, the best evidence 
comes not from authors' use of distinctive words but 
from their use of common ones. The five most-used 
words in English are 'the', 'be', 'to', 'of' and 'and' (in that 
order). and together with the next 20 most-used words 
these account for about a third of everything we each 
say and write every day. We all use the same 25 
most-common words, but we differ in which we prefer 
and which we avoid. This pattern of preferences forms 
a profile that is distinctive of every writer, and at best 
it enables us to attribute authorship correctly in about 
80-90% of cases. 

Ten years ago, researchers at the New Oxford 
Shakespeare went a step further to record how often 
each of the 100 most-common words appears close to 
or far from each of the others in the writings of 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries. We asked how 
often each writer puts 'the' within five words of 'be', 
how often within five words of 'to', and so on, for every 
possible pair of words. These habits turn out to be 
even better guides to authorship, taking us to about 
90-95% accuracy of attribution. We were able to 
confirm preceding scholars' suspicions that Marlowe 
had a hand in all three of Shakespeare's Henry VI plays. 

So, the New Oxford Shakespeare put Marlowe's 
name alongside Shakespeare's on the Henry VI plays' 
title pages. The Guardian newspaper's front page of 24 
October 2016 spread this news and other outlets 
picked it up. When it reached author Liz Duffy Adams it 
inspired the creative spark for Born With Teeth. 
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