Heyward Ehrlich: Poe in cyberspace, Fall 2008  (revised Oct. 12)

The Next Ten Years

In Spring 2008, the Poe in Cyberspace column looked retrospectively at its first ten years, 1998-2008; this column risks glancing prospectively at the future, perhaps as far as 2008-2018. 

The changing of the guard in computing in 2008 is reflected in the retirement of Bill Gates from Microsoft and the rising interest in anti-trust actions against Google. While the world of the standalone computer desktop is not over, it is receiving less attention than the networked computer or the laptop computer. Social networking is all the rage, while laptops explore miniaturization and even explore the possibility of abandoning the traditional rotating hard disk in favor of flash memory with no moving parts. Today’s question: will cell phones grow larger and laptops grow smaller to form the merger zone of digital convergence?

A. The computer. Falling prices for monitors, memory, USB drives, and DSL connections make them attractive purchases now.  If you need only word processing, email, and Web searching, you will not need an advanced computer of the kind required for editing digital photographs, videos, and music. If you work in different places, consider owning more than one computer or using a flash memory USB “thumb” to move your data back and forth. If you work as you travel, consider an ultra-small laptop. If you must edit very large multiple files, consider a dual monitor arrangement. If you work for a university or other large organization, you may already have a high speed connection at work and remote access from anywhere to the research databases. If you do buy a new computer, beware the bloat of unwanted trial ware – which some vendors actually charge to remove.

B. Software: When you buy a computer you are locked into the operating system, whether Windows or Macintosh. Changing the operating system is a formidable task, but downloading free updates for security reasons is relatively easy and well worth the time. For many, Firefox 3 is the browser of preference because of its independent tabs and its free add-on features, such as Zotero and Scrapbook. (Internet Explorer 8 was announced but not yet available at deadline.) Be sure to download free readers for Adobe (formerly Acrobat), Flash, RealPlayer, and Quicktime, needed for special Web pages. My favorite free download of software from among several available at Google is Google Desktop, which indexes the entire contents of your local hard disk so you can search it like the Web, thus integrating your desktop experience with your Internet encounters. I don’t like the native format for the latest release of Microsoft Word, DOCX, because you must remember to save in the older DOC format for backward compatibility. On a related subject, if you are put off by the price of Microsoft Office, consider the compatible Open Office suite of programs that can be downloaded without cost. For security, backup very often (and auto-save every few minutes). Use anti-virus, anti-spyware, and anti-spam software to the match your risk. 

C. Poe Web sites. Despite some significant recent European defections, there are now six stable and important Poe specialist Websites: The Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore, Society for the Study of Southern Literature (SSSL), A Poe Webliography, The House of Usher, Knowing Poe, and PoeStories (see Web addresses below). For Poe etexts, the best sources are: The Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore, the Literature of the South at the University of North Carolina, the Chadwyck-Healey Project at the University of Virginia, Making of America (Michigan and Cornell), and the several scanning projects at Amazon, Google Books, and the Internet Archive. The comprehensive microfilms of the American Periodical Series are available online as PDF files through Gale. For Poe bibliography, the top sites are Society for the Study of Southern Literature, The Poe Society of Baltimore, A Poe Webliography, and Google Scholar.  For academic research, the standard subscription databases available through your local research library are MLA, Project Muse, Jstor,  and their equivalents. In addition, Worldcat has an open Web site. For reference, use the Baltimore, Wikipedia, Answers, Amazon, and A9 sites, and for searching: try Google, Google Books, Google Scholar, Yahoo, Ask, and Amazon.  

D. A few predictions and requests:

1. Poe scholars need a Web site with full institutional support for verified texts and state of the art programming. Current Poe scholarship could be published in searchable electronic forms (for economic reasons, access can be limited in some way). Retrospective Poe criticism should be made available in similar searchable form. as is done already for subscribers of MLA, Project Muse, and Jstor. We need more accessible software for text analysis, comparison, concordances, and indexing, as is attempted in the literary software initiative of Nines (Networked Infrastructure for Nineteenth-Century Scholarship). For archive projects, the eventual settling of legal issues over “fair use” in online full texts and samples should reduce confusion and increase access. However, the greatest obstacle to attaining the interactive, shared nature of research promised by Web 2.0 and Humanities 2.0, is that Poe scholarship, like literary scholarship in general, is carried usually out privately so that individual credit can be hoarded for personal prestige and advancement. 

2. As Poe scholars become become more familiar with the content and structure of existing databases, they should be able to volunteer intelligently for the task of verifing electronic texts, too often produced by scanning and spell-checking.

3. The online texts of the Poe Society of Baltimore are moving towards a variorum edition of Poe on the Web. Some protesters claim that this is not enough: Les Harrison of VCU in his Wordpress blog calls for a restructuring of the Baltimore Web site according to contemporary Web 2.0 standards, pointing elsewhere to the gap between the scholarly Poe in print and the popular Poe of countless Web sites. 

4. Increased networking will mean better scholarly sharing of information, texts, bookmarks, and articles on the Internet, as social networks grow by producing human-edited hybrid search engines that are more sensitive to natural language queries. Wiki collaboration software, which produced the spectacularly successful Wikipedia, can support other collaborative encyclopedic projects for specialists. See Cathy N. Davidson’s article, “Humanities 2.0: Promise, Perils, Predictions” (PMLA, May 2008, pp. 707–717), Ed Folsom, “Database as Genre: The Epic Transformation of Archives” (PMLA, October 2007, pp. 1571–1579, and the Web site for HASTAC (pronounced “haystack”), the Humanities, Arts, Science, Advanced Collaborative.

5. The rise of Web 3.0 (also know as the semantic web) is expected to achieve more compatible machine/human readability in text markup, with faster and cheaper hardware, simpler and more flexible software, and the blurring of lines between users and programmers. Hear the podcast of the talk of Stanley Katz, President Emeritus of ACLS, at MITH (Maryland Institute for Technology in the Humanities) in September 2008: “Digital Humanities 3.0: Where We Have Come From and Where We Are Now?” 

6.  As generations of graying Poe scholars retire they will be replaced by more computer-literate colleagues. Meanwhile, don’t be surprised if plagiarism continues its rise among students as downloading becomes ubiquitous and conventional reading and research skills decline 

7. We are already seeing initiatives by publishers such as Harvard, Blackwell’s, and others, to publish scholarship online. Poe scholars have always had the challenge of connecting studies in avant-garde movements with those in popular culture. In the coming years Poe’s special interests in media and the technologies of communication can be promising gateways for crossover studies between 21st century cyberspace and 19th century literature. 

Links 

http://eapoe.info  (A Poe Webliography)

http://eapoe.org  (Poe Society of Baltimore)

http://knowingpoe.thinkport.org/

http://www.hastac.org

http://www.houseofusher.net

http://www.missq.msstate.edu/sssl/

http://www.mith2.umd.edu/page/2  (Stanley Katz podcast)

http://www.nines.org

http://www.openoffice.org/

http://www.poestories.com/
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