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I met Judith Bronte in a Starbucks off the highway in an unnamed town
in Southern California. Driving east from LA, in a rented car, I was
nervous; I’d been trying to find her for such a long time. Over the course
of the drive I kept wondering if I would be stood up—or rather, it seemed
only logical that I would be. The alternative, that a real, corporeal,
Judith would be waiting for me at Starbucks, seemed impossible.
Judith Bronte is a pseudonym, the pen name of Sarah Fall. She has been
writing free Christian romance novels since 1998, and publishing them
on her eponymous website nearly as long. Amid the pink, animated
floral motifs of judithbronte.com, one can find “over a million words
of free romantic fiction” focusing on the lives of Beth, Abigail, Terry,
Carter, and others. Bronte is particularly notable for the quantity of her
work and her large fan-base, as well as the specificity of her repeating
characters and their romantic (but not explicit) stories. She is a self-made
author, supported by donations and advanced access to new books, a
poster-child of creative opportunities that became available online with
the advent of an internet that supported commerce.
She is also a remarkably private person, dedicated to keeping personal
details offline with a keenness that belies the nature of her work. This,
combined with the million words of output, had me questioning if she
was really one person—or anyone—at all. This question of who exactly
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I had travelled across the country to meet felt like an artifact from an
earlier internet, where one could still be anonymous or someone else
online. In the era of real-name policies and big-data tracking, it was a
novel sensation.
I had no reason to worry; I recognized her right away. She looked
nothing like her author photo but was still somehow unmistakeable.
She introduced herself as Sarah, and we sat down with a pair of coffees
to talk.
In the audio of our recorded interview, I can hear my nerves. My
questions are tenuous and shaky, and I realize that this is celebrity at
work; I feel lucky to be talking with her. I’m not a typical fan; I don’t
generally read romance, and I don’t carry the faith. But over the years,
I’ve read all about Beth and Abigail and Carter; I’ve pieced together the
fragments of their stories, matching one with another until I had enough
of a text to search backwards, to find their origin, in Judith.

I found Judith because of my spam folder.

At this time that I received this email, I was living at an artist residency
in a very small town in Minnesota, mostly writing code that ran Twitter
bots. With no car, no local friends, and no outside obligations, I was
spending a lot of time on the internet. Partly out of desperation, I was
also checking my spam folder regularly for inadvertently caught emails.
I’m not sure if I would have noticed the repeated names in the spam
messages I was receiving if not for my generalized boredom. But over
time, reading these messages, I began to notice patterns: Lizzie, involved
with Terry. Carter, out in the tall grass. Abigail, riding horses. Their lives,
delivered in fragments, flowed in and out of each other in unpredictable
ways; some days, it seemed like Abigail and Carter must be quite close,
while sometimes it seemed they barely knew one another. Occasionally,
new characters would enter, and feature for a spell; a John or an Izumi,
fly-fishing or falling asleep to the sound of rain.

I too was writing bots that remixed and recycled language, I was
aware of the requisite scale for this type of work. The fact that these
emails were not repeating, even in part, spoke to a massive amount
of original written material that they must be pulling from; that it all
flowed together as one voice meant that this source material must be
from one person. My initial searches with the email fragments returned
no source; it was either not indexed by search engines, or (more
likely) broken into too many pieces to be recognizable.
I began to work backwards, collecting the emails and recombining them
along the logic of shared names. Mentions of Terry went in the Terry
folder. Mentions of Abigail, to Abigail. Characters that regularly shared
scenes shared bodies of text. I began piecing together fragments and
phrases, first by hand, and then by algorithm; hoping to hit on by chance,
some of the original text that the spam-bot had disrupted.

The text itself was, of course, chopped to bits. But these emails
were so apart in affect from the typical spam letter about watches
or Viagra. They contained a simple poetry that survived whatever
process was generating them. I felt convinced that the originator of
these emails must have been trying to do something more than simply
sell prescriptions. I was also certain that this language was coming
from somewhere in particular: a diary, poetry, something. Because
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“Terry watering the horses.”
“Lizzie what happened in the
house.” “Out by the treeline,
John.”
At first, searching with these phrases returned nothing. But as I tried
other permutations, I began to make what must have been fragments of
other emails, which had gone to other spam folders. I found topics in
forums and on blog sites with titles like ‘WHO IS TERRY’ and ‘this is
creeping me out’ and ‘Why is this spam so pretty??’.
A few were dated much earlier than I anticipated; it seemed like
Abigail was wandering through the dandelions of inboxes at least as
early as 2007. Eventually I was directed to The Spam Poetry Institute
(spampoetry.org), an organization that archives particularly moving
examples of spam text. They were following a similar phenomenon from
a known source; apparently, much of their favorite spam was a highly
fragmented version of Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea,
likely sourced as plain-text from Project Gutenberg.2
I thought it was unlikely that my text was coming from the same source;
most of the text on Project Gutenberg is 18th or 19th century in origin,
and my emails were distinctly modern. It also couldn’t be one book—
too much text, too many characters, too many settings. But I began
to think; would an author who worked in series produce this type of
language? Are there other places that books are still published as easilymanipulated plain-text, rather than PDFs or ebook editions? And, what
is the type of work that would focus so heavily on characters, moving
through their day-to-day lives?
This (combined with a lucky email that included the title of a work,
Homegrown Dandelions) was enough to find Judith Bronte; and her
‘over a million words’ of writing that had been trickling into my inbox,
slowly, for years.
I want to back up a little and talk about the logic of spam-message
generation. Distinctly non-human, spam is engineered less to sell than
to pass. Most spam is engaged in an arms race with the spam filter, and
both automated sides of this battle utilize a set of constantly escalating
tactics to detect (and to likewise slip by) the other. These methodologies
include cloaking sender names and garbling sensitive words (v!@gr:@,
for example) but a particularly reliable approach is to append a string
of personal sentences to the email body, as if the recipient might have a
friend named Terry who they would like to hear about. However, these
cannot be the same sentences over time. Because spam filters learn, these
phrases need to be unique to the email. This is why spammers write bots,
which generate and send massive amounts of individual spam messages,
often sourced from one large body of text.
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As Judith Bronte (or Sarah Fall) sat across from me in a roadside
Starbucks, I tried to explain why I thought her work had been used
in this way. How the simple poeticism and lyricism of her everyday
narratives could so easily pass for a letter from a friend. How the
romantic—but not explicit—nature of Christian romance might
lend itself to personal messages that would pass a filter. And most
importantly, how a plain-text format that is accessible from anywhere,
for free, might be adopted to this use. At a certain point, it became
obvious that I was not telling her anything new. I ask if she knows about
this, and she replies that yes, of course she knows; she has been getting
them too.
For whatever reason, this floors me. It felt like one thing for Judith
Bronte’s work to find me in this way; fed into a recombinatorial
machine, cut into pieces and reassembled into accidental poetry, arriving
in my spam folder in the consort of advertisement. Somehow it felt
entirely different that this work managed to function in the same way
with her; a cavalcade of wayward characters she may not have ever
written, returning home to the inbox of their original creator.
I ask her how she feels about all this and she pauses for a moment,
thinking, and then says that at first she was upset. Here she was writing
clean romance, and it was being used to sell products for sexual
dysfunction. She has had to deal with other plagiarizers too, people outright stealing her work and claiming it for theirs. However, she says that
now she trusts God to distribute her work as He sees fit—if it’s in that
form, it’s in that form. Another pause, and then she posits that, “well, it
brought us here, didn’t it?”
I ask about her taken name— not Bronte, which is clearly a nod to the
Bronte lineage of historical romantic fiction—but rather Judith. She
responds that it was borrowed from a Russian Jewish martyr who died
for her adopted faith in the Bolshevik revolution, leaving behind only a
story and a first name.
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Such a structure is motivated specifically by the presence of holy words.
These sentences made of compounded quotations mean what they say,
but they also ring with associations and echoes to the original source.
Beneath the surface of any particular piece of text is a long history of
canonical faith; by this, the new sentiment is influenced, but it also
reaches backwards; the historical, divine text takes on a layer of the
new. It is a methodology of prayer as much as it is an attempt to express
something eternal or divine.
The use of scripture inside of personal text by those that carry the faith
is not an empty promise of access to God. Biblical verses deliver power,
real power, to the writer or rhetorician or poet who can integrate them
into argument or thought or poem. They carry a divinity that once made
a fertile land out of a formless void with only a command.
This reinterpretation of scriptural language works precisely because
it splits apart and recombines according to set rules; this supposition
is the basis of core concepts like the word, the character, the syllabic
utterance, which are built into sentences, paragraphs, stories. These are
also the same grammatical conceits that spammers use to write their
bots. This is how they are able to borrow text, cut it up, and recombine
it automatically in ways that make something new while retaining
the affect and strength of the original. It is this structural history that
has allowed Judith Bronte’s work to enter my life in such a way. The
unlikely trajectory of stolen language made into accidental poetry to
pass the robotic guardian of my inbox owes some roots to this history of
recombinatorial scripture. In this way, Judith’s assertion that He brought
me to a Starbucks in Southern California to talk couldn’t be more apt.
I have a few more questions, but they’re filler; it is clear that our
conversation is coming to a close. Out of curiosity, I ask what her next
project is, wondering if it will reach me first via her website or my spam
folder. Expecting a description of a romance novel, Judith surprises me
by simply saying, “life”.
I’m reminded of the historical Christian understanding
of language as a power that preceded the world. At the beginning of
Genesis, our Earth is formless void, which is then spoken into light by
God. Even more strikingly, it is not just the single word—light—that has
this primal power, but rather a whole semantic construction, a sentence
with beginning and end: “Let there be light”. It is argument that lights
our world before we walk on it. Early Christian scripture in the 3rd and
4th centuries was often distributed for free, with missionaries trusting
in the power of written word to win souls. This ethos is continued now
in hotel-room bibles and free conversion literature. I ask Judith if she
ever thinks about her own work in this way; language that has become
separate from her, that has flown around the world and entered the lives
of individuals as an agent of faith.
There is no pause this time before she responds, yes; much of what she is
doing is trying to spread the word of God.
There are many forms of language in the Bible; it contains legal
documents, court histories, political speeches, sermons, contracts, lists of
ancestors, legends, poetry, proverbs, folklore, prophecy, epics, Gospels,
prayers, letters. But regardless of form, they are all words that have been
understood culturally to be truth by dint of their inclusion.
Later Christian and Jewish works have heavily employed a literary
device in which a mosaic of fragments and phrases from the bible and
the liturgy are fitted together into new writing, most often in the form of
religious argument but also in poems, letters, and personal writing. This
can be seen throughout St. Augustine’s Confessions and many others,
while in the Rabbinic tradition, it is common enough to have gained a
name: Melitzah.
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You can find Judith Bronte’s work online, in excess. Her most
recent book, Dandelion Sky, follows the unlikely story of Jo, a
pilot living in Arizona, and Ethan, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur
working in communications technology.

Notes:
1. I was asked to avoid specificity of locale for privacy reasons.
2. An online repository of 56,000 free out-of-copyright publications, named for the Gutenberg Bible.
3. I was unable to find any additional information about this martyr beyond one self-published book; it is possible
that the original Judith belongs more to the realm of fiction than that of 20th-century Russia.
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