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Introduction: Who is Martha Ostenso? 

 On February 11, 1958, Martha Ostenso Durkin and her husband Douglas Leader 

Durkin signed a legal agreement in the presence of their attorney, stating that “all of the 

literary works of Martha Ostenso commencing with the publication of ‘Wild Geese’ in 

1925, were the results of the combined efforts of Douglas Leader Durkin and Martha 

Ostenso” (Durkin and Durkin 1). This agreement, coming at the end of the couple’s long 

literary career, retroactively declared the collaborative nature of the fifteen novels 

published under the name “Martha Ostenso” between 1925 and 1958. Most troubling for 

the reputation of the authors, it suggested that Ostenso received the 1925 Dodd, Mead 

and Company Best Novel of the Year Award fraudulently, if the more experienced 

Durkin (who had published at least three novels prior to 1925) collaborated on Wild 

Geese. This legal agreement not only throws into doubt the entire narrative of Ostenso’s 

career; it also destabilizes the notion of singular authorship that lies at the heart of this 

narrative, and raises the question of how collaborative authorship can and should be 

handled by literary critics.  

 The destabilization of authorship is not the only possible interpretation of the 

legal agreement. Ostenso was an extremely popular writer in her time, generating a 

regular income of “between thirty and forty thousand dollars” per year through her 

writing alone (Atherton 214). The agreement, coming at the end of her career and only a 

few years before her death in 1963, secured for Durkin ongoing rights and royalties for 

all the novels published under his wife’s name. The critical tasks called for by these two 

opposing narratives differ markedly. Is this a case of investigating the nuances of a thirty-

three-year collaborative writing relationship, or of interrogating this document and its 
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subsequent influence upon Ostenso’s reception in terms of the relation between gender 

and literary production? The question at the heart of this difference is, were the novels in 

fact written by Ostenso alone, or were they collaborative? 

 Unfortunately there are currently no extant manuscripts that might provide textual 

evidence of the production of the novels. A 1977 interview conducted by David Arnason 

with Barney Ostenso, Martha Ostenso’s younger brother, contains several references to 

Stanley Stanko, including his possession of the few remaining manuscripts (26). 

Criticism on Ostenso has also cited Stanko as a major source on the lives and writing of 

both Ostenso and Durkin1, but Stanko’s papers remain unavailable. Without documentary 

evidence to support or oppose the claims of the 1958 agreement, the only scholarly 

avenue that remains is close analysis of the texts themselves. Computational stylistics, or 

more specifically computer-assisted authorial attribution, presents the most promising 

example of how close textual investigation with the help of digital tools can enrich a 

critical engagement with the Ostenso-Durkin novels. Attribution studies examine various 

features of texts in order to determine authorship, generally through the application of 

statistical analysis. Durkin and Ostenso by no means present an ideal case study, for 

various reasons. According to Hugh Craig the “ideal conditions for an attribution” 

demand a long “doubtful text,” as few candidate authors as possible (preferably two), no 

major evidence of collaboration or revision, and as much “securely attributed text by the 

candidates” as possible (n.p.). Studies that fail to satisfy all of these conditions are not 

entirely dismissed, but occupy a lower point on the “continuum of reliability” than ideal 

                                                
1 See Stanley Atherton’s “Martha Ostenso and Her Works” (1991) and Peter E. Rider’s 

Introduction to The Magpie (1974).  
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studies. This continuum itself, however, is constructed around the pre-determined notion 

that authorship is essentially singular and texts can and should be assigned to individual 

authors. To approach the complex authorial situation of the Ostenso-Durkin novels via 

computational stylistics, then, requires a critically self-reflexive employment of the tools 

available and of the data produced by these tools.  

 This paper will attempt to map out some of these issues. Beginning with further 

background on the writing of Ostenso and Durkin, I will then go on to sketch in the 

important theoretical considerations of an attempt to attribute authorship to one or both of 

these writers, focusing on issues of gender and of multiple authorship or 

“heterotextuality,” as Marjorie Stone and Judith Thompson call it. Following this I will 

discuss how recent authorship attribution studies have addressed or ignored the subject of 

collaborative authorship. Finally I will offer a summary of my own experimentation with 

some of the Ostenso-Durkin texts and the provisional considerations that emerge from 

these results.  

 

Context and Criticism 

 While critics have known about the purported collaboration of Ostenso and 

Durkin at least since the 1970s, it is only in recent work by Faye Hammill that the subject 

has been addressed as relevant. Hammill argues that Ostenso’s frequent border crossings 

(she moved from Norway to Canada to the United States) and her collaboration with 

Durkin “can only be understood in terms of hybridity or transculture” (“Martha” 18). 

Many other critics, however, have either dismissed the collaboration as unwieldy or 

ignored it altogether. In his PhD thesis on prairie realism, for example, David Arnason 
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argues that “It would be a hopeless task to try to sort out Ostenso’s and Durkin’s 

individual contributions to the collaboration and it would also be almost fruitless” and 

therefore handles Durkin’s novels in isolation while treating “the collaboration of Durkin 

and Ostenso as a separate and quite distinct unity to be discussed as if Ostenso had, in 

fact, quite independently written the work attributed to her” (102). The willingness to 

deliberately ignore the issue of collaboration suggests the degree to which multiple 

authorship has been systematically dismissed in favour of “a model of authorship … as a 

single essence” (Love 33). Neither Hammill nor Arnason, however, nor any of the many 

others who have written on Ostenso’s work, seriously engages with how multiple 

authorship may affect the meaning of the works, particularly when that authorship crosses 

gender and ethnic backgrounds.  

 In defense of these critics, almost no evidence exists to elucidate the nature of 

Ostenso and Durkin’s collaboration. The only archival materials I have uncovered in my 

research are the aforementioned interview with Barney Ostenso and the archive of the 

couple’s publisher, Dodd, Mead and Company. The pertinent points of the former are 

summarized by Arnason in his Afterword to the New Canadian Library edition of Wild 

Geese: 

Their method of collaboration was clearly defined. Durkin would write a 

detailed chapter-by-chapter plot outline of a novel. Then Ostenso would 

write a first draft. Durkin would revise and polish the novel and handle the 

business details of contracts and sales. Martha, Barney says, would 

contribute the poetry of the novel. Durkin, who was interested in D. H. 

Lawrence, would handle the “grit.” (305) 
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Barney Ostenso’s account is certainly not authoritative, but it is interesting to note the 

gendered roles into which Ostenso and Durkin are cast here according to their 

contribution to the novels. Since Ostenso’s novels have often been praised for their 

juxtaposition of romance and the realism (with Arnason’s Afterword being an iconic case 

in point), the above description of their writing practice clearly conflates an over-

determined literary history with the novels themselves. Put another way, because the 

narrative of the collaboration suits the reception of the novels, it has been adopted rather 

than interrogated.  

 Barney Ostenso also claims that Martha had already written a draft of Wild Geese 

before meeting Durkin and that Durkin only assisted in the editing process. Ostenso 

herself stated, in an interview with the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune, that she wrote the 

novel over a six-week period only after hearing about the competition, at which point she 

was living in New York with Durkin and taking his novel-writing course at Columbia 

University (B. Ostenso 4-5). Critics have responded in different ways to the possibility 

that Durkin collaborated substantially on Wild Geese. While George Woodcock declares 

that the novel was “fraudulently presented” as the work of Ostenso alone in order “to win 

a literary competition for unpublished writers and for which Durkin, whose major novel 

[The Magpie] had already appeared, was ineligible” (6), Stanley Atherton takes an 

ambivalent position, stating only that “If the collaboration was at all extensive, then the 

novel clearly had an unfair advantage” (224, emphasis added). Writing from the 

perspective of a Durkin scholar, Rider suggests that Durkin was unfairly excluded from 

the “immediate acclaim” that followed Wild Geese’s publication and suggests that 

Durkin’s career suffered from the necessity of continuing to publish under Ostenso’s 



McGregor 6 

name (xvii). My proposed analysis, however, would constitute the first sustained 

engagement with the collaboration as both a theoretical issue and an important aspect of 

the novels themselves.  

 Hammill has convincingly argued for the importance of Ostenso’s novels as a 

means of interrogating Canadian narratives of canon formation and the division between 

middlebrow and highbrow literature.2 A further consideration of how this body of novels 

demands a rethinking of notions of authorship and gender will only enrich Hammill’s 

work and ideally overcome one of the major impediments in the way of Ostenso 

criticism: the “problem” of collaboration.  

 

“The Author is Dead: Long Live the Author” 

 But why has collaboration been considered an unsolvable problem rather than a 

potential point of engagement? Scholarship on collaborative or multiple authorship points 

out the ubiquity of the notion of authorship as singular, describing it as “so widespread as 

to be nearly universal” (Stillinger 183). The image of the creative genius composing a 

work in isolation is both iconic and highly gender- and class-specific. Even where a 

collaboration has received considerable critical attention, as in the case of Ezra Pound’s 

revision of T. S. Eliot’s The Wasteland, criticism has focused on separating the 

contribution of each author rather than challenging the constitution of authorship itself 

(Stone and Thompson 19-20).  

                                                
2 See “Martha Ostenso, Literary History, and the Scandinavian Diaspora” (2008) and “The 

Sensations of the 1920’s: Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese and Mazo de la Roche’s Jalna” (2003).  
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 However, a variety of recent critical turns have interrogated the myth of the single 

author from different perspectives. After Barthes famously declared the death of the 

author, Foucault challenged the notion of authorship through his concept of the “author-

function,” which works to rationalize a text using an author’s biography, to unify a body 

of writing despite its discrepancies through narratives of maturation of influence, and to 

“neutralize the contradictions that are found in a series of texts” (128). Jerome McGann’s 

school of social-text editing understands texts as “collaborative events” or “point[s] in 

time … where certain communicative interchanges are being practiced” (21), thus 

divorcing the text from notions of authorial intention. Other areas of scholarship, from 

“research on the history of copyright” to “studies of contemporary compositional 

practices,” have contributed to the destabilization of the singular author (Stone and 

Thompson 9).  

 The death of the author, however, has not been decisive. For Harold Love, it is not 

the notion of authorship that has died, but a very particular model of it: “What is 

happening is closer to ‘The author is dead: long live the author’ with the nature and 

lineaments of the new successor stilly fully to reveal themselves” (9-10). The author that 

has died is the solitary genius; the author that lives is a point of considerable debate in the 

many fields mentioned above, as well as in attribution studies, linguistics, and cognitive 

science. Stillinger argues convincingly for not eliminating the author altogether, but for 

multiplying it: “Real multiple authors are more difficult to banish than mythical ones, and 

they are unquestionably, given the theological model, more difficult to apotheosize or 

deify as an ideal for validity in interpretation or textual purity. The better theories may 

turn out to be those that cover not only more facts but more authors” (24). In Stillinger’s 
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Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius, as well as the essays collected in 

Stone and Thompson’s Literary Couplings, the work of articulating one of these “better 

theories” is on display. Such work relies, however, upon an extensive archive through 

which scholars can reconstruct the details of particular collaborations and the 

multitudinous forms they take. Creative relationships, Stone and Thompson point out, 

come in various forms and are understood in different ways depending on the relationship 

in question (5). Thus while these scholars concur on the vital importance of multiple 

authorship, and on its pervasiveness (both Love and Stillinger describe it as “so common” 

as to become invisible [Love 37; Stillinger 50]), the exact forms that multiple authorship 

can take are still being explored.  

 The sort of meticulous literary-historical work on display in Literary Couplings is 

currently impossible in the case of Ostenso and Durkin because of the inaccessibility of 

an archive. As I outlined above, the nature of their writing relationship can be ascertained 

only from unreliable second-hand sources. I thus turn to attribution studies, not to 

disprove or simplify the authorship situation, but to begin to unpack some of its 

complexities. It is the singular model of authorship, however, that has informed the 

development of attribution studies. As Harold Love points out in his cogent introduction 

to the topic, “The subject of attribution studies is the uniqueness of each human being and 

how this is enacted in writing” (4). While Love does not deny the collaborative nature of 

texts themselves—he even offers a simplified schema of authorship functions to help 

clarify the different roles individuals may play in textual production—it is ultimately the 

individual, as based on a biological rather than a conceptual paradigm of authorship, that 

underlines the logic of authorial attribution (158). Thus while Stone and Thompson argue 
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against the critical urge to “simply segregate various textual strands, tracing them back to 

authors constructed as solitary subjectivities” or to “assume that one subjectivity or voice 

in a writing relationship is more dominant than another” (19-20), this is precisely what 

the dominant model of attribution studies demands. The question remains whether it is 

possible to make use of the tools of attribution studies without assuming a notion of 

singular authorship.  

 

“Since Women Cannot Write, Someone Else (A Man) Must Have Written It” 

 The title of this section derives from Joanna Russ’s How to Suppress Women’s 

Writing, a survey of the tactics through which literary criticism and history erase women 

writers (20). A remarkable number of Russ’s tactics align in interesting ways with the 

history of Ostenso reception and criticism, including the assignment of the label 

“regionalist” (53) (Wild Geese has derived its canonical status because of its place in the 

development of Prairie Realism); “the myth of isolated achievement” (62, emphasis in 

original) (critical consensus has generally asserted that Wild Geese is the only Ostenso 

novel worthy of critical attention); and the propensity of women to write in vernacular or 

popular forms (128-29) (the bulk of the Ostenso corpus has been labeled as middlebrow 

or “potboilers” [Hammill, “Martha” 21-22]). The patriarchal undertones of Ostenso 

criticism, which come through in Arnason’s description of the Ostenso-Durkin 

collaboration, cast the hypothesis that Ostenso wrote her novels alongside her husband in 

a markedly different light.   

 This argument—that Ostenso wrote Wild Geese with the assistance of her 

husband—suggests an attempt to account for an unlikely achievement, thus narrativizing 



McGregor 10 

Ostenso’s career in terms of a gendered and hierarchical model of student and teacher or 

mentor and ingénue. This is clearly the narrative that Rider has constructed out of the 

limited evidence of the Ostenso-Durkin collaboration: “Flamboyant, vibrant, and 

imaginative, Martha had a creative literary ability which was to become the source of 

many fine novels. Douglas, on the other hand, had the technical skills and experience to 

give her ideas shape and strength” (xvii). The source of Rider’s particular version of the 

collaboration is unclear, and thus it is difficult to say whether he is drawing upon primary 

materials currently unavailable to critics, or speculating based upon preconceived notions 

of how a collaborative writing relationship within the context of a heterosexual 

relationship between a younger women and older man must function. Rider’s subsequent 

discussion of Durkin’s lack of critical acclaim for their joint work implies that the 

presence of Ostenso’s name on their co-written novels in some way threatens familiar 

notions of gendered authorship, especially because within husband-wife collaborations 

the husband is more likely to be the declared author (Stillinger 50). The patriarchal 

implications of Durkin’s contribution to the Ostenso novels may account for why the 

collaboration often goes unaddressed in feminist work on Ostenso.3  

 It is important to bear in mind that this attribution study has further-reaching 

implications for the reception of the Ostenso oeuvre than simply to begin clarifying 

questions of obscure authorship. At the same time, the too-tidy fit between the narrative 

of their collaboration and familiar modes of dismissing women’s writing throws the 

                                                
3 See Anne Lee Kaufman’s 2003 dissertation, which fails to mention Durkin in its critique of Wild 

Geese, as well as well as Carol Gerson’s “Canadian Women Writers and American Markets, 

1880-1940.” 
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Ostenso-Durkin legal agreement into a dubious light, rendering it somewhat less reliable 

as documentary evidence of collaboration. This is one of the reasons why I have chosen 

to adopt an “open-ended and exploratory” approach to my attribution study (Craig), 

rather than attempting to prove either a collaboration with troubling gendered overtones 

or a model of singular authorship that dismisses once again the lived realities of 

collaborative authorship.  

 

Attribution and Collaboration 

 As most recent articles on attribution studies mention, contemporary work is 

generally measured against Mosteller and Wallace’s ground-breaking 1964 study of The 

Federalist Papers, which Efstathios Stamatatos describes as “undoubtedly the most 

influential work in authorship attribution” (538). Mosteller and Wallace pioneered the 

practice of combining computer-assisted word counts and statistical analysis to determine 

authorship, as well as the use of content-independent words, or “function words,” as 

unconscious determinants of style. Since then a bevy of other features have been explored 

as possible determinants, including sentence length, vocabulary richness, and parts of 

speech, although function words have remained one of the most common measures 

(Stamatatos 540). Across a wide range of studies, the assumption of singular authorship is 

a common. But according to a recent revisiting of Mosteller and Wallace’s work, this 

iconic study may have been flawed by its basis upon precisely this presumption: 

“attribution studies are premised on the commonsense assumption that writing is an 

individual act,” meaning that stylometricians begin from the premise that only one author 

can be responsible for any one text (Collins et al. 17).  
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 The Federalist was in fact a collaborative project between Alexander Hamilton, 

James Madison and John Jay. Collins et al. point out that “accepting the ambiguity of the 

authorship question (rather than declaring one or the other author as the culprit) reveals a 

picture that … accounts for a sophisticated understanding of the collaborative nature of 

rhetorical invention” (27). In their study, Collins et al. draw upon a different set of 

markers—rhetorical structures—as well as a statistical method that allows for the 

possibility of collaboration. One of the most influential methods of statistically modeling 

authorship has been principal component analysis (PCA), which selects only those 

variables “which are most productive of variation,” meaning it looks for difference 

between authorial styles and separates texts according to the maximum possible variation 

(Love 142). Collins et al., on the other hand, combined a variety of statistical methods in 

order to generate a more sophisticated model of authorship, one that allows for the 

possibility of collaboration rather than assuming singular authorship in advance (19). 

They began by determining the stylistic boundaries of the undisputed papers by each 

author, and then used a mathematical function to assign a score to each of the disputed 

tests. Finally, they used “bootstrap” testing to determine a mean between the undisputed 

papers and observed how the disputed papers related to that mean, essentially attempting 

to statistically represent collaborative authorship (19-26). While Collins et al.’s results are 

experimental and the specificity of their testing method renders it impossible to simply 

import a different authorship question, their study does suggest the beginning of a serious 

consideration of collaborative or multiple authorship in the area of attribution studies. 

Their work, however, remains anomalous, and as Stamatatos’s survey of the field 

indicates, singular authorship is still considered an a priori of a successful attribution.  
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 Attribution studies thus suffer from a lack of critical self-reflexivity when it 

comes to the nature of authorship and the myth of the singular author. Based on a 

biological or cognitive notion of uniqueness, attribution studies rely upon the possibility 

of confidently assigning texts to single authors. As Craig points out, any attribution tends 

to be an approximation that disregards the reality of collaboration, editing, and the other 

social aspects of the text, “but for reasons of economy of effort such approximations 

(Charles Dickens wrote Great Expectations) are allowed to stand” (n.p.). That these 

approximations are methodologically integral to attribution studies is a major issue. Craig 

also draws attention to the necessarily interdisciplinary nature of such studies, which 

should draw upon scholarship in the traditional and digital humanities as well as 

statistical expertise. Thus the shortcomings of attribution studies are characteristic of 

much interdisciplinary work: the difficulty of a single project speaking in multiple 

disciplinary and methodological languages at once. For this reason it seems to me integral 

to the development of this field not only that it continues “the relentless skeptical 

questioning of results characteristic of good research” (Love 156) but that humanities 

scholars don’t dismiss the entire venture because of its potentially problematic notions of 

authorship. It is only from within the field that a cogent methodological critique can be 

articulated.  

 

Experiments in Digital Text Analysis 

 While I would contest that many existing studies suffer from focusing more on 

computation and statistics than on theoretical questions of authorship and textuality, my 

own experimentation in the field thus far suffers exactly the opposite problem: I lack the 
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technical or statistical expertise to answer the questions I am interested in posing, or to 

propose a methodology capable of accounting for collaboration. What I do propose is an 

experimental approach closer to the “open-ended and exploratory” nature of stylistics 

analysis than the over-determined structure of attribution studies (Craig). As such I have 

approached my body of texts not as a traditional training corpus and test corpus, but 

rather as one large test corpus, the relation between and amongst which I intend to 

examine for the sake of furthering my understanding of these texts rather than producing 

a straightforward answer to the question “who wrote the novels attributed to Martha 

Ostenso?” 

 Stamatatos summarizes the basic premise of an attribution study like so: “In every 

authorship-identification problem, there is a set of candidate authors, a set of text samples 

of known authorship covering all the candidate authors (training corpus), and a set of text 

samples of unknown authorship (test corpus); each one of them should be attributed to a 

candidate author” (545). The quality of uncertain authorship that renders the Ostenso-

Durkin collaboration an interesting study is precisely the quality that would, according to 

most stylometricians, render it ineligible for a straightforward attribution study. This 

study does have a test corpus—the novels written under the name Martha Ostenso and 

possibly the result of a collaborative writing relationship—and two candidate authors in 

Ostenso and Durkin. A training corpus for one of these authors is available: two of 

Durkin’s early novels, The Heart of Cherry McBain (1920) and The Lobstick Trail (1921) 

are available in machine-readable forms online, and other novels including The Magpie 

(1923) (for which Durkin is best known) and Dark Waters (1922) (published only in 

People’s Story Magazine), could be digitized and added to this corpus. Many short stories 
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were also published under Ostenso’s name—a total of twenty-nine between 1924 and 

1946—but considering the unstable nature of “Martha Ostenso” as a signifier, these 

stories cannot be securely attributed to a single author.  For my purposes I have collected 

and digitized five of these stories thus far: “The Autumn Vineyard” (1934), “In Like 

Coin” (1935), “Tears of the Troll” (1936), “Last Year’s Nest” (1939), and “Olaf—Called 

Ole” (1940).4 The first novel of the Ostenso oeuvre that I intend to examine is Wild 

Geese. While I am particularly interested in challenging the centrality of this novel in 

Canadian literary history, and its participation in “the myth of isolated achievement” 

(Russ 62), by drawing further critical attention to the rest of the Ostenso novels, the 

ultimate aim of this study is to invigorate critical interest in Ostenso and her work.5 As 

such, beginning by questioning the authorship of her best-known and only canonical 

novel seems like the obvious entry point. For this purpose, I have digitized Wild Geese 

and put it through the same preliminary experiments as the Durkin novels and the 

Ostenso short stories.  

                                                
4 It is worth noting that, from the perspective of content, there is a reasonable argument for the 

authorship of these stories being attributed to Ostenso. Although several are written from the 

perspective of male protagonists, they frequently address the topic of the Scandinavian diaspora, 

and “Last Year’s Nest,” about the difficult relationship between a young woman who has 

unexpectedly come into money and her struggling-writer husband, is available to an interesting 

biographical reading. While this discussion is not with the purview of this paper, I do not think 

the question of content should be dismissed from the larger project of examining the authorial 

relationship of Ostenso and Durkin.    

5 For an excellent discussion of the canonization of Wild Geese see Faye Hammill, “Martha 

Ostenso, Literary History, and the Scandinavian Diaspora” (2008).  
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 A survey of recent work on stylometry and attribution studies will demonstrate 

the wide range of tests and tools available for a task such as mine; my experimentations, 

however, have been curtailed by inexperience and technical inexpertise in the areas of 

both statistics and humanities computing. As such, I have undergone the following basic 

calculations: total number of words (N), total unique words or vocabulary (V), words 

used only once or hapax legomena (V1), and words used twice or dis legomena (V2). 

Based on these numbers I have calculated two indicators of vocabulary richness: the 

type/token ration, and Honore’s R. Vocabulary does not increase steadily with text 

length, but rather decelerates as vocabulary increases; for this reason, the simple 

text/token ration, or N/V, can give the false impression that shorter texts have a greater 

diversity of word usage, an effect apparent in the comparison of the Ostenso short stories 

with the three novels under consideration (fig. 1)6. Several statistics have been proposed 

to account for varying text length, though they remain somewhat unreliable, meaning 

when a comparison is being carried out between texts of varying lengths vocabulary 

richness should not be used alone as an indication of authorship (Stamatatos 540). Fig. 1 

also demonstrates the capacity of Honore’s R to account for vocabulary length, producing 

a relatively stable indicator of vocabulary richness between all eight texts. Honore’s R is 

calculated as follows: 

R = 100 log N _ 
        1 - V1/V 

Initial calculations of vocabulary richness place the texts in the following order, from 

lowest to highest: “Last Year’s Nest,” The Heart of Cherry McBain, The Lobstick Trail, 

“Tears for a Troll,” Wild Geese, “Autumn Vineyard,” “Olaf—Called Ole,” and “In Like 
                                                
6 See Appendix 1 for a listing of attached figures and their contents.  
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Coin.” The variance is neither wide nor systematic enough to suggest any pattern or to 

distinguish between Durkin and Ostenso’s work.  

 I mentioned above the predominance of function words as an indication of 

authorship. Other frequently used measures of style include word and sentence length, 

frequencies of parts of speech and of part-of-speech n-grams, or combinations of speech 

parts (Graham, Hirst, and Marthi 406). Most meaningful analysis of these features will 

require statistical analysis; however, due to the availability of digital tools for textual 

analysis I have been able to assemble preliminary counts of function words and compare 

them. Figs. 2-9 show the top twenty most frequent function words in the eight texts, 

demonstrating marked overlap between all the texts.7 This is not unsurprising, however, 

since statistical analyses such as PCA are generally necessary to determine meaningful 

variation where visual comparison cannot. Two diagrams produced by the TAPoRware 

Plain Text Comparator8, however, begin to suggest a level of stylistic variance between 

the three novels. Fig. 10 is a comparison of The Heart of Cherry McBain and The 

Lobstick Trail. The highly symmetrical pattern of function word distribution is a strong 

visual indication that the same author composed both texts. The same visual comparison 

of The Lobstick Trail and Wild Geese (fig. 11) shows a less symmetrical pattern; similar 

function words dominate the text, but they are distributed at different rates. Further 

testing will, however, be necessary to determine whether this variance is substantial 

enough to be indicative of different authorship.  

                                                
7 All word counts were produced by TAPoRware’s Plain Text List Words tool 

(http://taporware.mcmaster.ca/~taporware/textTools/listword.shtml).  

8 http://taporware.mcmaster.ca/~taporware/textTools/comparator.shtml 
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 The final test worth discussing briefly is based on Koppel, Argamon, and 

Shimoni’s attempt to create a method for discriminating between texts based on author 

gender. The scholars began “with a very large set of lexical and quasi-syntactic features” 

chosen only for their content-independence, which was then narrowed down based on 

“principled feature reduction techniques” (404, 410). By combining functions words and 

parts-of-speech n-grams they were able to achieve an 80% accuracy rate, concluding that 

male authors favour “noun specifiers (determiners, number, modifiers)” while female 

authors tend towards “negation, pronouns, and certain prepositions” (408).9 An 

interesting outcome of this study, resulting in its circulation far beyond the stylometrics 

community, is the Gender Genie (http://bookblog.net/gender/genie.php). This tool is 

based on an extremely simplified version of the algorithm devised by Koppel et al. It 

counts the numbers of occurrences of thirty-three words, each of which is associated with 

a gender (sixteen female and seventeen male) and each of which is assigned a score 

depending on how strongly indicative of gender it is. The most female words, for 

example, are “with,” “if” and “not,” while the most male words are “around,” “what” and 

“more.” Occurrences of these words in a text are multiplied by the point value of the 

word, resulting in a male and female score, the higher of which is pronounced as the 

gender of the author. While this tool provides only an extremely simplistic measurement 

of style, it does suggest the importance of not only counting and cataloguing function 

                                                
9 The study demonstrates a somewhat troubling lack of critical engagement with both gender and 

authorship, and does not attempt to account for why, for example, certain texts do not stylistically 

align with the author’s gender. More critical engagement with the relation between gender and 

stylistics is clearly necessary.  
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words but of then interpreting those words in a way that causes them to produce meaning, 

whether through PCA, discriminant analysis or the simplified algorithm of the Gender 

Genie. Figs. 12-19 show the Gender Genie results for the eight texts being discussed.  

 The results of this test are worth discussing briefly. Although the tool labels 

Durkin as a female author, it does discriminate between Wild Geese and the two Durkin 

novels; with the former scores a higher ration of female to male words than the latter, as 

do the five short stories. More interesting is the range of “femaleness” shown across the 

texts. Wild Geese, which is narrated alternately by male and female characters, falls 

closer to the Durkin novels, but so do the short stories “The Autumn Vineyard” and “In 

Like Coin,” both of which are narrated by male protagonists. The other three stories, 

narrated by female protagonist, show a higher use of “female” function words (fig. 1). 

Two possible authorship situations could account for this variance. It may suggest that 

Durkin collaborated more substantially on texts written from a male perspective; 

alternately, it may suggest that Ostenso’s style varies depending on the gender of the 

narrator. While critics have discussed the phenomenon of authors writing in differently-

gendered voices (Weber), the difference between authorial and narrative gender has yet to 

be engaged through stylistic analysis. This preliminary experiment will of course have to 

be confirmed by further and more sophisticated analysis, but it does suggest a way 

forward in my exploration of these texts.10  

                                                
10 There is not space here to consider mainstream responses to the Gender Genie in terms of 

ideologies that still circulate about gender identity and authorship, but such a discussion could 

shed further light on the implications of the project as a whole (see Charles McGrath and 

Alexander Chancellor).  
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Conclusions 

 It remains to be seen whether theoretical considerations of collaborative 

authorship, gender, and reception history can truly be incorporated into an attribution 

study. The interdisciplinary nature of the work, however, suggests that this project will 

require its own collaborative authorship in the form of other scholars with expertise in 

statistical analysis and digital tools for textual analysis. My own experience has been one 

of alternate frustration and excitement as I have learned to engage with the kind of 

systematic and quantitative thinking that underlines attribution studies while maintaining 

the self-reflexively critical stance necessary for responsible humanities scholarship.  

 Future phases of the project will include the acquisition and digitization of a 

larger corpus of texts by both Durkin and Ostenso; continuing to carry out various 

analyses of the texts, ideally with the assistance of interdisciplinary collaborators; 

continuing to pursue the possibility of an archive that may include manuscripts or other 

documentary evidence of collaboration; and eventually making my study and results 

public with the goal of increasing scholarly interest in the work of Durkin and Ostenso. 

Atherton pointed out in 1991 that critical neglect of all Ostenso’s novels save Wild Geese 

“suggests that these works have largely gone unread, and (arguably) that inexpensive new 

editions are needed to reintroduce them to Canadian readers” (219). The long-term goal 

of producing new editions of Ostenso’s novels is contingent upon addressing her work 

within a new critical framework that addresses the complex authorial situation. Stylistics 

analysis remains the best way to begin constructing such a framework.  
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