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Prospectus 
 
 

 
     I would like to research the Polly Klaas case. The initial interview of the two young 

witnesses was poorly conducted and produced  inaccurate composite sketches of the abductor. 

When this process was repeated correctly and sensitively by forensic artist Jeanne Boylan, 

more accurate forensic artwork resulted and the perpetrator was apprehended. I will discuss the 

Polly Klaas case in general, but specifically concentrate on how Jeanne conducted 

the interviews with both of the child witnesses.  Gaining a witness' trust can mean the 

difference between success and failure for a forensic artist as well as for law enforcement's 

solving of a case.  

  

If permitted, I would like to personally share how the interview process (by a police officer) 

was executed poorly and subsequently, more correctly (by a detective) when I was abducted as 

a child and how the whole process made me feel about the investigation. 
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The Forensic Artist and the Interview: 

        The Polly Klaas Case 
 

     Trauma is caused by severe emotional shock from an extremely distressing experience and 

may have long lasting effects on the victim. Criminals traumatize victims every day to various 

degrees. They alter the lives of innocent people forever without any thought or care to the often 

permanent scars that result from their actions. Law enforcement must use whatever tools are at 

their disposal to apprehend and punish perpetrators and provide closure for victims and their 

families. One of the innovative instruments useful to criminal investigations is forensic art. The 

Polly Klaas case demonstrates both ineffective ways to extract information, and productive 

methods used by a forensic artist to gently coax accurate details from witnesses to render 

forensic art that will “work” and be an integral part of an investigation. 

     Forensic art blends the disciplines of behavioral science, cognitive psychology and facial 

anatomy with the techniques of interviewing to generate visual aids for a criminal  investigation 

(Taylor, 2001). The forensic artwork obtained during the initial investigation process in the 

Polly Klaas case was inaccurate because the first interview of the two young witnesses was 

poorly conducted. When the process was repeated correctly and sensitively by forensic artist 

Jeanne Boylan, a more precise composite image was achieved and the perpetrator was 

apprehended and later convicted and sentenced to death in June of 1996.   

     On the night of  October 1, 1993 at her home in Petaluma, California, 12 year old Polly 

Klaas was having a slumber party with her two school friends, Kate McLean and Gillian 

Pelham. Polly’s mother and sister were already asleep in another room. After playing a board 

game, Polly went to retrieve her friends’ sleeping bags from the living room and upon opening 

her bedroom door, she came upon a complete stranger. He was holding a knife and threatened 
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to use it if they screamed. This big built, bearded man with bushy gray hair tied up the three 

girls and put makeshift hoods on their heads. He took Polly and vanished (Noe, 2005).  

     The initial police artist interviews of the two girls produced two sketches of the alleged 

perpetrator (see Figure 1; Boylan, 2000). The sketches portrayed a gray-bearded, white male 

wearing a yellow headband, described as six-feet-three inches tall. These drawings were not 

yielding any possible leads. Forensic artist Jeanne Boylan was called in to help with the case. 

She was known for her gift of being able to unlock the painful memories of “high trauma 

victims and witnesses” and subsequently develop highly accurate composite drawings of  

suspects (Boylan, 2000).  

     The original sketches were artistically excellent in Jeanne’s opinion, but there was nothing 

besides the headband that gave the portraits any uniqueness—they looked liked anyone. The 

six-foot-three description was too exact. Did the suspect appear tall simply because the girls 

were looking up at a man from the floor? When Polly’s mom met  Jeanne, she told her that the 

two girls, Kate and Gillian, had said that the sketch was wrong (Boylan, 2000). Jeanne had 

some work to do. 

     The FBI was getting concerned. As the two girls were being interviewed by news reporters, 

their stories were changing. The police artist also said that each girl’s descriptions varied. An 

atmosphere of doubt began to loom over the girls’ credibility (Boylan, 2000).  

 Jeanne had conducted years of research and study of the psychological effects of trauma on 

perception and memory. She knew that it would have been abnormal for the two girls to recall 

the events exactly the same. The variances in their accounts were a signal that they were, in 

fact, telling the truth. The doubt  being conveyed to them was a first step in damaging the 

memories each girl had and was therefore destroying  evidence. The girls were also interviewed 
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together, which was another mistake. A dominant person’s memories will influence the 

recollections of a weaker witness (Boylan, 2000).  

 Sadly, the girls were treated like criminal suspects. In this specific case, it should have been 

quite clear that the interviewing of the two key witnesses—Kate and Gillian—needed to be 

carried out with deep compassion, patience and deliberateness. Whether to obtain information 

for the investigation or  be able to tap into their memories to create a composite sketch of the 

abductor, the interviewing should have never turned into an  interrogation as is done with 

suspects. The female FBI agent who interviewed the girls the very first night stated quite 

crudely that she leaned on Kate and didn’t get “s___t” and that she wasted a whole day with 

that little “bitch”.  The investigators felt that Kate was withholding information, and if that 

were true, Jeanne didn’t blame Kate one bit (Boylan, 2000). 

 In 1984, Dr. Edward Geiselman, Dr. Ronald Fischer and colleagues developed the cognitive 

interview (Davis, McMahon & Greenwood, 2004). These original researchers discovered that 

the cognitive interview produced more accurate testimonial information than the standard 

police interview (Osterburg & Ward, 2000) which usually tries to retrieve only necessary 

information by frequently interrupting a witness using a rigid question/answer style (Kebbell & 

Wagstaff, 1996). The cognitive interview utilizes knowledge of how the mind and memory 

work and how people communicate. This technique yields more accurate and complete eye-

witness accounts. The cognitive approach is basically a more victim-sensitive method of 

conducting an interview session (Taylor, 2001).  

 In 1987, enhancements to the original cognitive interview included a longer, more relaxed 

interview with fewer interruptions, questions always phrased positively (Aldridge, 1999), 

rapport building with the interviewer, empathy, and preventing the witness/victim from feeling 
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overpowered (Davis, et al., 2004).  The techniques draw upon the knowledge of how memory 

is stored during trauma and they have been adapted for the composite-specific interview. The 

composite-specific interview embraces the enhancements along with some standard procedures 

to soften the witness’ experience  and allow more accurate information to flow from the 

witness’ memory. It is more personal and permits the artist/interviewer to develop his or her 

own style to achieve the most accurate composite sketch (Taylor, 2001).  

 Jeanne Boylan had developed her own style. Her approach was different from that of the 

police. She knew that she would have to undo the damage already done that caused Kate, 

especially, to become so guarded. She would attempt to “unlock painful memories, ask 

questions, listen and search for scattered fragments buried deeply inside emotions” and 

eventually form an accurate rendering of a face (Boylan, 2000).  

 The first thing done incorrectly was showing Kate and Gillian almost one thousand mug 

shots to try and get the first sketch. This process distorted the accurate image that was already 

in their minds (Boylan, 2000). Reference photographs should be used later in the process to 

fine-tune the composite (Taylor, 2001). If photos are shown at the beginning, this suggests to a 

witness what they may have seen. Jeanne met with the girls separately and in comfortable 

settings—Kate, in her home and Gillian, at the community center. Jeanne took off her suit and 

traded it in for jeans, a sweatshirt and Nikes (Boylan, 2000). In a composite-specific interview, 

wearing police uniforms in particular, creates a very authoritative atmosphere. The witness 

forms an immediate impression of the interviewer which sets the tone for the entire session and 

will determine how cooperative they wish to be. All fears should be dispelled and an 

atmosphere of compassion and friendliness should abound (Taylor, 2001). This is especially 
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important when dealing with children. The female FBI agent who interviewed Kate appeared 

very “official” wearing a plain gray skirt and sporting a very arrogant attitude (Boylan, 2000).  

 Jeanne went only to listen. She used open-ended questions so as not to plant specific ideas in 

the girls’ minds. She used uplifted tones because they are more attractive than lower tones—

especially to a crime victim seeking emotional relief (Boylan, 2000).  

 Jeanne met with Kate first, without anyone else present. Kate’s demeanor shouted “leave me 

alone”. Jeanne purposely kept her drawing board low in her lap so as not to call attention to it. 

She wanted to engage Kate in a casual conversation and elicit information from Kate’s 

subconscious—not her conscious mind where the contaminated images resided. But Kate kept 

a fortress up between herself and Jeanne. Jeanne empathized with Kate, especially after finding 

out how much doubt had been raised concerning  Kate’s initial eye-witness account (Boylan, 

2000). Law enforcement broke two important rules concerning the interviewing of children—to 

be a child-sensitive interviewer, and to believe the child (Taylor, 2001). Kate needed someone 

to believe her. After an hour and a half of getting nowhere, Jeanne finally got Kate’s attention. 

Jeanne told her that if she had been treated like Kate had been, she wouldn’t have told anyone 

anything! The relief of someone validating her and believing in her suddenly appeared in 

Kate’s eyes. She yelled out, “Yeah! Because every time I tell them something, they tell me I’m 

lying!” As Kate softened, the image of Polly’s abductor gradually appeared on Jeanne’s sketch 

pad (Boylan, 2000).  

 Gillian expressed her stress differently. She was playful and not introspective like Kate. 

Since she had an unusually friendly relationship with her mother, Jeanne felt it would be 

advantageous to keep the two together for the interview. Still, it was difficult to coax an image 

from Gillian’s memory. Two hours went by and no results. Gillian had a better look at the 



 8 

suspect from where she was in the room, so Jeanne knew she had to do this the right way if she 

was to extract all the valuable information that remained inside Gillian. But she was exhausted 

and stressed, so they all took a thirty minute break.  Jeanne felt she had no choice but to call in 

the “big favor”. She prayed to “God”, begging him to allow this whimsical girl to have some 

serious thoughts so that the kidnapper’s face could be revealed. After Gillian and her mom 

returned, Gillian sat and remained very attentive and cooperative. The specific facial 

components of the suspect’s face landed on Jeanne’s sketch pad. They had a face of a particular 

man. When the composite was “revealed” to Gillian—giving her an opportunity to add any 

missing details—she said, “Yep, that’s him exactly. Okay Mom, can we go home?” (Boylan, 

2000).  

 The new composite dissolved all the suspicions of doubt toward the girls. There was a 

renewed sense of cooperation in the search for Polly. An FBI agent even brought roses and 

stuffed animals to Gillian and Kate with a sincere apology for the way they had been treated. 

By mid October, the final drawing was released to the press (See Figure 2; Boylan, 2000).  The 

headband was gone.  It turned out that the girls had been shown a selection of headbands on the 

night of Polly’s abduction and the power of suggestion had taken over. The height was changed 

to describe a range—five feet ten to six feet three.  The original height description was too 

specific. Two months later, Richard Allen Davis was finally arrested on a drunk driving parole 

violation. He matched the composite exactly.  The headband had been the deep furrows in his 

forehead and Mr. Davis was five feet ten inches tall. On December 4, after Davis learned that 

his palm print matched the one found in Polly’s bedroom, he confessed to kidnapping and 

killing Polly Klaas (Boylan, 2000). 
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 I can personally relate all too well to how Kate and Gillian felt during the initial interview. I 

was abducted at the age of twelve and was released by the abductor under the condition that I 

tell no one unless I wanted to be killed. It never occurred to me to keep it all inside, but telling 

the truth never felt so bad. The atmosphere to which I returned was void of hugs, a sense of 

safety, or trust in my story. I remember being questioned in a cold, austere room in the hospital 

by a police officer. Although doubt was communicated  from only that one officer (he probably 

felt he was obligated to ask, “Are you telling the truth, because some girls say things just to get 

attention?”), I felt my spirit close and I lost all sense of obligation to myself or anyone else to 

be totally cooperative. I felt so unloved and uncared for, which caused me to ask myself, 

“What’s the point if no one seems really cares about me?” In contrast, on the following day, a 

detective met with me at a motel, in a more cozy setting, and was kind and compassionate. I 

told him whatever he wanted to know. I can still see his face today. Clearly, how the interview 

is conducted—whether by law enforcement or a composite artist—can determine how easy or 

difficult it is to retrieve valuable and accurate information from a victim’s fragile memory.  

  Polly Klaas’ plight struck an emotional cord across the country. Her case forced us to look 

evil in the face and attempt to comprehend how it could so heartlessly take the life of an 

innocent child (Boylan, 2000). While Polly’s case compelled us to take notice of a serious 

problem, it also provided an excellent example of how forensic art can be a powerful tool for 

law enforcement. It also demonstrated how critical it is to be victim-sensitive in order to reach 

a successful outcome for the case and provide a cathartic benefit for the victim—by allowing 

them to release tension and feel a renewed sense of empowerment (Taylor, 2001). 
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Figure Captions 

 
Figure 1. Initial composite sketches. 
 
Figure 2. Second sketch done by Jeanne Boylan. 
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Figure 1 
 

 
 
Fig. 1   Based on initial police artist interviews of the two twelve-year-old eye-witnesses, 

the Petaluma Police Department released suspect drawings prepared only hours 
after the abduction of Polly Klaas.  The sketches launched the hunt for a bearded 
six-foot-three-inch-tall kidnapper wearing a bright yellow headband. 
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Figure 2 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 2   Left: Suspect drawing after reinterviews of witnesses Kate and Jillian. 

Right: A photo of Richard Allen Davis awaiting arraignment in a Sonoma County 
courtroom, December 1993.  (Drawing by Jeanne Boylan; photo �  Associated 
Press/Ben Margot) 

 


