Heyward Ehrlich 

Poe in Cyberspace: His Contribution to the Pre-History of the Internet

We're well beyond the tipping point, finding ourselves now flung inexorably into the digital future. Here they come! Self-driving cars (also electric cars), ubiquitous computers, smart assistants, clever household things, online shopping (and streaming and tweeting), and living in cyberspace with all its challenges and dangers. How did we arrive here? What role did Edgar Allan Poe play in its long pre-history? 

Poe's final years in New York corresponded with the rise of the telegraph, what Tom Standage called The Victorian Internet. The introduction of the telegraph in 1844 led quickly to the creation of a wide communication network: it could transmit information instantaneously and to any desired distance, eclipsing the railroad and the steamship, which were only transportation networks. When telegraph relay stations connected local systems, they formed the first network of networks, or internet. By 1848, six local newspapers had already joined together to form a consortium to share telegraph news, called the Associated Press, making New York the rising center of national communications. Only two months after Morse's demonstration of the first practical telegraph in 1844, Poe already began writing about it, adding several more discussions in its first year, impressed not only by its power of distant and instantaneous communication and printing but also, what is even more astonishing, by its demonstration of the remote control of machines. Poe's final years, 1844-1849 were also the years in the telegraph asserted itself as :"the Victorian internet," his writings in various forms exploring the first information revolution, after which the production of literature became intertwined with the evolution of media technology. 

Poe used the terms electric, electro, and magnetic somewhat interchangeably to describe the new telegraph, necessarily distinguishing it from the older optical telegraph that had used moveable mechanical arms to transmit a visual signal, the name telegraph originally meant distance writing. (It had been effectively used by Napoleon to for military intelligence the 1790s.) The early attempts to electrify the telegraph took place when electricity itself was incompletely understood, arousing hopes and fears that make interesting reading when compared to our extreme concerns regarding the Internet today. One early effort in Congress to provide support for electrical experiments for the telegraph was confused with a project to study mesmerism. After its success, the telegraph remained so uncanny to many that it was sometimes regarded up as a representation of spiritualism. More sober contemporaries hoped that the telegraph would standardize communications, raise the levels of cultural and philosophical discourse, and even purifying literary style by making it more concise. 

Poe's fascination with the possibilities of machine intelligence preceded the invention of the electric telegraph by a decade. After seeing several performances in Richmond of what was claimed to be an intelligent automaton, Poe denounced it as a fraud in "Maelzel's Chess Player" in the Southern Literary Messenger in April 1836. Johann Nepomuk Maelzel's name is still associated with the metronome; previously he had produced several mechanical devices for the performance of music, one of which was used in a collaboration with Beethoven. His mechanical chess player, called The Turk, had toured European and American cities as early as 1770. After several visits to its exhibition, Poe doubted the authenticity of the device when measured by his standard for a successful "pure machine" that had been set for him by "the calculating machine of Mr. Babbage," an early computer, which Poe regarded as  inherently infallible. By contrast, Maelzel's automaton failed the test: sometimes it lost a game. Poe concluded: "The Automaton does not invariably win the game. Were the machine a pure machine this would not be the case — it would always win." Poe concluded, correctly, that Maelzel's supposed automaton actually required an unseen human assistant.

Eight years later, on May 24, 1844, Samuel F. B. Morse made the landmark public demonstration of the telegraph by sending a famous message from Washington to Baltimore, and Poe was ready to comment within two months, publishing a maxim on the character of the telegraph in the Philadelphia Public Ledger of July 17, 1844: "In modern times the discovery of the omnibus dates after that of the steamboat, and before that of the magnetic telegraph. All three are united in a great cause, either the rapid conveyance of persons or ideas; the two first, however, frequently carrying persons without ideas, and the last being strictly confined, thus far, to carrying ideas without persons."

A few months later Poe's faith in the infallibility of machines was itself to prove fallible. His belief in the imperfectability of human behavior compared to the perfectibility of machines led him astray after he attended a musical performance of the Swiss Bell Ringers, also known as the Campanolgians, in which seven costumed musicians gave what seemed to be an impossibly well-synchronized performance; it was a sensational hit in New York at Niblo's on September 12, 1844, at the Tabernacle on October 7, 1844. and afterwards. Emboldened by an introduction provided by N. P. Willis, Poe took up his mission in the Evening Mirror of October 12, 1844, "to correct the erroneous but common idea that these Bell-ringers are real living beings." Convinced that they were too perfectly coordinated to be a human group, Poe concluded that they had to be a deception, an "ingenious pieces of mechanism, contrived on the principle of Maelzel’s Automaton Trumpeter and Piano-forte player," made even more convincing by the new controlling power of "the Electro-Magnetic Telegraph, but which should here be called Electro-tintinnabulic." Moreover, Poe was convinced that a wired electric telegraph system provided a degree of remote control: "A powerful electric battery under the stage communicates by a hidden wire with each of them, and its shocks are regulated and directed by the skil[l]ful musician and mechanician who secretly man[a]ges the whole affair." Poe continued: "This explains the precision with which they all bow at the same instant, as if moved by the same soul (and so they are — an electric one), and keep such perfect time and order." Although Poe may never have discovered it, his faith in the infallibility of machines eventually proved to be misplaced. The bell ringers indeed were not Swiss, but they were also not a machine: P. T. Barnum subsequently revealed that they were a group of seven Lancashire musicians he had recruited in Liverpool and brought to the United States.

Nevertheless, the telegraph remained on Poe's mind, and its bell, which alerted the operator of a message to follow, became for him the epitome of emphatic attention, even in matters of literary style. In Marginalia in the Democratic Review in December 1844, Poe wrote that the writer need no longer choose between starting out logically or starting out irregularly, since one can achieve both "method and pungency" through the strategy of giving priority to "a few vivid sentences imprimis, by way of the electric bell to the telegraph." (The connection survives in the expression "that rings a bell." )

Two months later, Poe's unsullied faith in the power of the telegraph was strong enough for him to introduce it in an elaborate reverse hoax in which what was the true appeared to be false. In "The Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade" in Godey's in February 1845, the knowing Scheherazade slyly recounts a series of actual technological achievements, such as the Daguereotype and Babbage's computer, but speaks of them and other devices in such deliberately puzzling language that the king rejects one and as fables. Scheherazade states: "Another [speaker] had cultivated his voice to so great an extent that he could have made himself heard from one end of the earth to the other." Poe explains in his footnote: " The Electro Telegraph transmits intelligence instantaneously — at least so far as regards any distance upon the earth " Next Scheherazade states: " Another [writer] had so long an arm that he could sit down in Damascus and indite a letter at Bagdad — or indeed at any distance whatsoever." As Poe's footnote explained, the device was "The Electro Telegraph Printing Apparatus."

Surely it must have occurred to Poe that the telegraph system could be a way for writers to free themselves from the control of magazine publishers; however, there was a serious obstacle in its initial high cost of $5 a word (perhaps surviving in the expression "a $5 word"). Moreover, the telegraph would destroy the aura of an original manuscript, in which Poe took great pride on account of his fine handwriting, sometimes creating elegant scrolls by hand. The solution, as Poe advocated in “Anastatic Printing,” in the Broadway Journal of April 12, 1845, was a chemo-mechanical process like lithography that could reproduce a manuscript, enabling the writer to produce as many copies as desired, while retaining its original appearance. In November, 1845, Poe used the process to produce a set of circular letters, several of which survive.

The spread of telegraph services was a natural subject for other writers, the newspaper being, after all, very likely to be heavily affected by it. The subject was explored in an undated article from the New-York Tribune, perhaps written Horace Greeley himself, reprinted in Littel's Living Age for July 26, 1845, "Magnetic Telegraph – Some of its Results." Because of extensive telegraph lines radiating from New York, the city was rapidly becoming the national center of communications. It was expected that the use of the telegraph would heavily reduce both the use of the post office to send letters and railroad and steamship travel for business. The greatest effect of the telegraph, however, would be on the press itself, which will devote less space to local gossip and happenings; very soon, through its rapid correction of abuses, "fraud and deception will be next to impossible." Freed from the trivial, the press would devote itself to important philosophical and social issues, uniting in one place the studies of "Physics, Physiology and Noology" and making the press "the arena of all great ideas and discussions"

Such optimism was never a monopoly of the Whig press; in 1848 a Democratic writer was even more sanguine in contemplating the future effects of the four-year-old telegraph. In the Democratic Review for May 1848, an article entitled "Influence of the Telegraph upon Literature" expected the telegraph to be revolutionary in "its effect upon Style in Composition." For one thing, the "florid verbosity" of 18th century style would be replaced by "a more nervous and rhetorically perfect style," and through "the facilities which the railroad and the telegraph furnish," common prose style would become more precise, clear, and elegant. Like a second birth of the printing press, "the Telegraph will contribute directly" to enforced brevity. Already half a column of each newspaper was composed of telegraphic dispatches, a fact that eventually would be irresistible in its "influence upon American literature". As the image of the past faded away, there would appear before us a vision of "the western wave of the islands of the blest – the isle of engines, where the human race is to live by machinery ... where steam is to perform all the operations of thought ..."

Meanwhile, during Poe's final years in New York, 1844 -1849, the telegraph, Victorian Internet or not, remained too expensive for general literary purposes. The leading medium for cheap networking was provided by the institution of free reprinting, an acceptable practice as long as publications courteously credited the source. When Poe boasted in 1845 to F W. Thomas that "the bird beat the bug," he presumably meant that "The Raven" had more reprints than the "The Gold Bug," and when he claimed afterwards that "I wrote it for the express purpose of running," he meant he had aimed for the most reprints. The total number of reprints of "The Raven" may elude counting, but Mabbott could list fifteen known parodies that had appeared by 1850. 


In the last year of Poe's life, when the telegraph was becoming less of a novelty, his extravaganza, "Mellonta Tauta," in Godey's for February 1849, depicted a month-long balloon excursion that takes place a thousand years hence, beginning on April 1, 2848, April Fool's Day. The writer, called Pundit, indulges in telegraph-related puns and humor. "Spoke to-day the magnetic cutter in charge of the middle section of floating telegraph wires. I learn that when this species of telegraph was first put into operation by Horse, it was considered quite impossible to convey the wires over sea; but now we are at a loss to comprehend where the difficulty lay!....What would we do without the Atalantic telegraph?" The humor, with Horse for Morse and Atlalantic (Atalanta) for Atlantic, seems forced now, but in 1848 the image of an Atlantic Telegraph with "floating wires" with was still acceptable as science fiction. 

Ironically, the connection of Poe and the telegraph did not end upon his death; instead, it merely entered a new phase. Despite the previous optimism of Tribune, the telegraph did not necessarily improve literary standards and, in fact, may sometimes have produced the opposite result. Greeley reported the key role of the telegraph in his rush to get Poe's obituary into print: “We learned by telegraph the fact of Poe’s death at Baltimore, in the afternoon following its occurrence and soon after, meeting Dr. Griswold, and knowing his acquaintance with Poe, asked him to prepare some account of the deceased for the next morning’s paper. He immediately and hastily wrote in our presence his two columns or more.” It is possible that Griswold's notorious "Ludwig" obituary would have taken a different shape if Greeley did not rush to get it into print. keeping in mind that five other New York newspapers had been sharing the same telegraph news since 1848, now left to compete in being the first to get a substantial obituary into print in the next morning paper. Griswold, who could quickly borrow copy on Poe from his own Poets and Poetry of America, admitted afterwards, “I wrote ...the notice of Poe in The Tribune, but very hastily. I was not his friend, nor was he mine."

After Poe's death, the electric telegraph unexpectedly took on a remarkable new identity as the objective correlative of a mental telegraph. Sarah Helen Whitman, who later defended Poe and attacked Griswold in Edgar Poe and His Critics (1860), was notable as a poet and a spiritualist and had been invited by Greeley in the early 1850s to contribute letters on spiritualism to the New-York Tribune. She was also a regular contributor to a journal called the Spiritual Telegraph, and, having once been engaged to Poe, now took upon herself the multiple tasks of reprinting Poe, publishing imitations of Poe, and even claim Poe was contacting her by mental telegraphy. For the  first issue of the Spiritual Telegraph, Whitman on May 8, 1852 contributed a poem which in its title claimed to be "Dictated by Edgar A. Poe." 

To strike a balance in dealing with the telegraph could prove difficult for Poe's literary contemporaries. Emerson optimistically wrote in his notebook, "I think...our new habit of writing by telegraph would have a happy effect on all writing by teaching condensation." In Walden, Thoreau skeptically wrote: "We are in great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but it may have nothing important to communicate." Regarding the current enthusiasm to construct an Atlantic telegraph cable, Thoreau wryly commented that "perchance the first news that will leak through into the broad flapping American ear will be that Princess Adelaide has the whooping cough." In 1835, when Hawthorne had been its editor, the American Review published an article on the old semaphore telegraph. In 1851 in The House of the Seven Gables the fragile Clifford hopefully remarks in connection with the discussion of the railroad, electricity, and technology: "An almost spiritual medium, like the electric telegraph, should be consecrated to high, deep, joyful, and holy missions." Hawthorne later recorded in his English Notes on August 14, 1854 that he overheard a man expressing his disappointment in the telegraph because hitherto bad news only arrived with the morning mail, but now a distressing telegram could arrive at any time of day. 

In England in the 1840's the computer pioneer Babbage worked with Ada Lovelace, Byron's daughter, a mathematician who was credited with writing the first computer program sed not used for calculation but for general symbolic purposes. Incidentally, Lovelace was also interested in mental phenomena, such as phrenology and mesmerism, and she pursued the possibility that Babbage's machine could trace how thoughts and feelings emerge in the mind and body in what she called "a calculus of the nervous system." 

In New York, during its several brief periods of tentative operation in the 1850's, the Atlantic telegraph cable produced much excitement (its operations began permanently in 1866). James Gordon Bennett of the New York Herald¸ glowingly wrote that "the Magnetic Telegraph, which radiates intellectual light like the sun itself, or, as a network, spread from city to city, transmits its subtle fires, vitalized by thought, from one end of the country to the other...." Charles Frederick Briggs, Poe's former partner on the Broadway Journal, who wrote an original memoir of Poe for his edition of Poe's poetry in 1858, also wrote with Augustus Maverick The Story of the Telegraph (1858), a comprehensive history of the contributions up to that time. Coincidentally, another writer on Poe, his biographer, the late Kenneth Silverman, also wrote another book on Morse and the telegraph in 2003. 

In the 1840s the interests in Poe and the telegraph of Claude Shannon intersected when he applied Boolean circuit logic to the telegraph relay machinery to create the modern information theory upon which all computer circuits are based. The youthful Shannon had built a telegraph line in his house and was excited by Poe's "Maelzel's Chess Player" for its exploration of intelligent machines and by "The Gold Bug" for its cryptograms and coding. Meanwhile, in France, Jacques Lacan in this decade famously used Poe's game of odds or evens in "The Purloined Letter" as his point of departure for his famous theories of postmodern media and psychoanalysis. In the same era Norbert Weiner also explored feedback and control mechanisms coining the word cybernetics, upon which subsequent cyber-based terms were ultimately based. 
In perspective, the telegraphy created the earliest mechanical form for the reproduction of writing. As nothing more than an electrical wire with a switch and a code, the telegraph became the starting point for all modern telecommunications, including telephone, radio wireless, broadcasting, satellite, computers, cable, digitized media, cloud storage, and even social networking. The debt of all telecommunications to the telegraph is acknowledged in the title of Andrew Wheen's book, Dot-Dash to Dot.Com (2010). (For more investigations of Poe and his connections to the telegraph and its implications, see the scholarship of Adam Frank, Paul Gilmore, Lydia H. Liu, and Richard Menke.) 

A half-century ago, when the U.S. federal government created ARPANET in the 1960s for military and academic purposes it created a super-network that linked other networks, appropriately first named the Internet. Curiously, the word cyberspace did not pertain to computers in its first recorded use, when Atelier Cyberspace was the name given to a gallery exhibition in Denmark in 1969. Two years after William Gibson first used the word in his story, "Burning Chrome" (1982), he popularized it in the modern sense of the Internet in Neuromancer (1984), where it signified "a consensual hallucination.... A graphic representation of data"; afterwards Gibson admitted he only intended it as a vague buzzword. Afterwards, during the 1990s, many things named cyber came into vogue (for the latest slang, see the Urban Dictionary), and its acceptance in popular culture was crowned by the cover of Time magazine, which celebrated cyberspace on March 1, 1995. The column "Poe in Cyberspace" began three years later.
"Poe in Cyberspace" columns are available online at eapoe.info.

[Poe's law c, 2006 attributed to Dr. Harry Lee Poe or NathanPoe  ==extreme satirical statement or parody without emoji  in internet debate on religion or politics will be taken as true by some ]
