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How Poe's Anastatic Printing Became Self-Publishing, POD, and Social Networking

When news of the invention of anastatic printing reached American shores in 1845, Poe, seeing in it a solution to many of his career difficulties, responded with unbounded if not fanatical zeal. The new technique of anastatic printing, Poe glowingly reported, could take "anything written, drawn, or printed" and make a copy "with absolute accuracy, in five minutes," the result promising to transforming the culture of publishing and thereby to "revolutionize the world. " Anastatic printing was a simple process: a chemically treated page was brought into contact with a metal plate, creating a lithograph-like master for making copies as needed ‒ thus anticipating three cutting edge innovations of the Internet today, self-publishing, printing on demand (POD), and social networking. In our era of rapid changes in media and publishing today,, we should have little difficulty in understanding Poe's vision.
Anastatic printing had been known in Germany and France since in the 1830s and was mentioned in the Athenaeum (London) in December 1841 ‒ incidentally, The Banker's Magazine (London) reassured readers in July 1844 that it could not be used to forge money ‒ but the turning point came after a demonstration at the Royal Institution, reported in the London Art-Union in February 1845. The article was quickly seized upon for wide reprinting in the American press; for example, Margaret Fuller referred to it in the New-York Daily Tribune of March 19, 1845. Writing soon after in the Broadway Journal of April 12, 1845, Poe described a sample page before him from the London Art-Union: the difficult original was "covered with drawing, MS., letter-press, and impressions from wood-cuts" and yet the reproduction contained "absolute facsimiles" of every detail. As primarily a writer of short pieces, Poe seized on anastatic printing as a possible way to advance his career, to bridge the gaps between the different modes of literary creativity, namely, the personal letter, the literary manuscript, the newspaper paragraph, the magazine article, and finally the book. 
Poe heralded four salient advantages of anastatic printing. First, it produced inexpensive copies rapidly and in any quantity desired, avoiding the heavy investment required in the manufacture of stereotype plates (he estimated the cost to publishers of such plates stored in London warehouses at one million pounds). 
Second, because the process separated literary quality from business profit, it could be used to publish excellent works that might otherwise be rejected for their supposed unsaleability. The lowering of production costs had the further advantage of leveling the playing field: "The wealthy gentleman of elegant leisure will lose the vantage-ground now afforded him, and will be forced to tilt on terms of equality with the poor devil author." 

Third, it gave authors precious independence by freeing them from crass economic concerns and the unpredictable behavior of publishers, empowering writers to market "their own manuscripts directly to the public without the expensive interference of the type-setter, and the often ruinous intervention of the publisher." 
Fourth, when the process was applied to the author's own MSS., it celebrated the accuracy and beauty of fine handwriting, ushering in a renaissance of literary style that elevated both "concision and distinctness" in expression and "precision of thought, and luminous arrangement of matter." Of course, Poe himself was well positioned to benefit from the display of his own elegant handwriting. 
Poe kept the subject alive by reprinting in the Broadway Journal of May 31, 1845 an extract from Appleton's Literary Bulletin. Although he is not known ever to have had the opportunity to use anastatic printing for his creative work, he used in December 1845 for copies of a circular letter he sent to subscribers to the Southern Literary Messenger in order to solicit subscriptions for the Broadway Journal, then in serious economic trouble. How many copies he sent is not known, but five of them survive, four being identical and the fifth showing some slight variations, suggesting that two different plates were used. 

There are striking historical parallels between the disruption of printing in the 1840s upon the introduction of industrial machines, such as the steam railroad and the rotary press, and the upheaval in publishing and contemporary media in the 2000s, the results of universal computerization and digital convergence. An generation ago, scholars used camera-ready copy, when requested by academic publishers, as a form of self-publishing, but today authors can self-publish by simply exchanging a file on a Flash drive or posting it on a Web site. The revolution in self-publishing that Poe envisioned has taken place but in unexpected ways. To be sure, a few authors, such as Stephen King and Isaac Asimov, have distributed novels on the Internet, and some scholars have uploaded pre-prints of published (or unpublished) articles to the Web, a practice called self-archiving. 
However, the tsunami in digital publishing has been the emergence recently of a new breed of Internet entrepreneurs. Some digital publishers have introduced the manufacture of copies as needed, called printing on demand (POD). Several publishers have reissued on an unprecedented scale works already in the public domain by Poe and other authors that were already available on the Web. You may now buy editions of hitherto out of print Poe books by Rufus W. Griswold, James A. Harrison, John Henry Ingram, Richard Henry Stoddard, Susan Archer Weiss, and George Woodberry, to mention only a few, even though the resuscitated editions may not be fully identified and properly dated. The massive scanning and digital publishing projects of Google, Amazon, and the Open Content Alliance have made available millions of works in the public domain as well as an increasing number of works still in copyright. At the same time, the unanticipated popularity of ebook readers, such as the Kindle and the Nook has spurred the demand for electronic texts to such an extent that the sale of ebooks now rivals and may actually exceed that of conventionally published books. 
A technical note. The competition among electronic readers for Poe ebooks is also a competition among these often incompatible electronic formats: a) Amazon Kindle .azw (based on Mobipocket), b) DjVu .djvu for storing complex documents, c) EPUB .epub, the open standard of the International Digital Publishing Forum (IDPF), d) Hypertext Markup Language .htm, .html, the standard of Web pages, e) Mobipocket .prc or .mobi, the Open eBook standard, f) Portable Document Format .pdf, the Adobe form for documents as page images, and g) Plain text files .txt. 

To peruse the online listings of thousands of Poe editions in print available today on the leading bookseller Web sites is a breathtaking experience. One sample run revealed 6,315 editions of Poe on Amazon and 2,951 Poe books on Barnes and Noble. Allowing for errors, these totals seem to reflect considerable overlap by competing publishers who now offer editions of the same public domain work. Poe himself did not produce that man titles, only a handful of books and only a few hundred short works, and there are not that many notable books ever written about him. 
The census figures of Poe ebooks offered on the Web in electronic form are also amazingly large: Amazon offers 987 electronic editions of Poe, including 60 free Kindle items and 232 Audible audio editions (Amazon owns both Kindle and Audible). Although Amazon claims a listing of 45 electronic texts of Poe criticism on Kindle, only a third of them properly belong in that category (one of them, however, Kevin Hayes's very expensive Poe and the Printed Word is offered at a bargain price). Amazon is also in process of exploring another market in the field of college textbooks by renting rather than selling some Poe e-books. Another bookseller, Barnes and Noble, offers 663 Poe electronic texts for its Nook reader, about half of them being free of charge, and claims 47 works of Poe criticism in electronic form. 
Poe's attempt to promote the Broadway Journal by sending a circular letter to a list of subscribers to the Southern Literary Messenger, most of whom no doubt were familiar with his name, is a technique not unlike the exploitation today of "friends" on Facebook or "followers" on Twitter ‒ to use today's social networking language. Poe's name remains highly active on Internet blogs, postings, and personal pages, reflecting his continuing popularity in the Gothic, detective, and science fiction modes and the perpetual fascination with his biography and its myths. Searches on Google or Bing for "Edgar Allan Poe blogs" (entering his name in quotes) produce several million matches. Curiously, the Facebook page for "Edgar-Allan-Poe" produces 99,182 "like" responses while the misspelled Edgar-Allen-Poe Facebook page produces 526,247 "like" responses, five times as many. There are substantial Facebook pages for the Poe House and Museum in Baltimore, the National Historic Site Philadelphia, the new International Edgar Allan Poe Society, and hundreds of others. (I abandoned my tally after more than a hundred screenfuls.)

Twitter has five times as many tweets for Edgar Allan Poe as Edgar Allen Poe, the opposite of what prevails for these spellings on Facebook. I found more than one hundred Poe-related pages on Twitter, including familiar names such as the Poe Museum, Poe Stories, and Knowing Poe, as well as Daily Poe, edgar_allan_poe, Edgar Allan Poe 200 Project, Poe page, and Poeinternational, some of which boast thousands of tweets and tens of thousands of followers.
Another recent development in Poe social networking is the production and exchange of videos, more than ten thousand of which have been posted on the Web, 6,380 on YouTube and 3,783 on Vimeo. The YouTube directory has seven Poe sub-categories: Vincent Price, Edgar Allan PoeThe Tell-Tale Heart

 HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/results?suggested_categories=1%2C27%2C22%2C24&search_query=edgar+allan+poe%2C+the+tell-tale+heart&lclk=The_Tell_Tale_Heart/d/st/2" \o "Search for edgar allan poe, The Tell-Tale Heart" 
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,  HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/results?suggested_categories=1%2C27%2C22%2C24&search_query=edgar+allan+poe%2C+vincent+price&lclk=Vincent_Price/d/st/0" \o "Search for edgar allan poe, Vincent Price" 
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 , Christopher WalkenThe Cask Of Amontillado

 HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/results?suggested_categories=1%2C27%2C22%2C24&search_query=edgar+allan+poe%2C+the+cask+of+amontillado&lclk=The_Cask_of_Amontillado/d/st/5" \o "Search for edgar allan poe, The Cask of Amontillado" 

 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://s.ytimg.com/yt/img/pixel-vfl3z5WfW.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


, , Ligeia, and The Raven. YouTube also offers a Poe biography from the A&E cable network with short interviews with notable Poe scholars and original graphics (it is divided into five parts for more convenient downloading).
After a century and a half, Poe's dream of a personal revolution in publishing is finally materializing, although in ways he never expected. After simmering for more than a decade, the convergence of self-publishing, printing on demand, and social networking has finally come to a boil. Although traditional academic publishing has slowed, sales of online books, ebook textbooks, and ebook readers are booming. Amazon, which for several years explored the market for used books by representing second hand books along with new books on its regular Web site, is now exploring yet another new market, proving self-publishing and related services to potentially hundreds of thousands of authors (as well as makers of DVDs and videos) through its subsidiary, Createspace. We might recall that Poe himself self-published Tamerlane, and one of Burton Pollin's studies, Poe's Seductive Influence (2004) was published by iUniverse, a non-traditional publisher. The new group of publishers promoting this mixture of self-publishing, printing on demand, and social networking includes also includes PubIt! (owned by Barnes and Noble), Lightning Source (book wholesaler Ingram), Xlibris, and Lulu (distributor for iPad). On its extensive Web pages, Createspace offers a well-developed set of marketing and support plans, including organization, editing, book design, cover art, production, promotion, and distribution, supported by tutorials. Thus a Poe scholar could self-publish a book with a limited investment and receive support for printing on demand and social networking both on the publisher's Web site and its Facebook and Twitter pages. None of this, of course, is anything like what Poe intended, reminding us to be careful what we wish for.
Poe in Cyberspace columns are archived on the Web at eapoe.info.
In Memoriam: Summer-Fall 2011 :

Father Roberta Busa (November 13, 1913 – August 9, 2011) Index Thomisticus 

Michael Hart (March 8, 1947 – September 6, 2011) Project Gutenberg 

Steve Jobs (February 24, 1955 – October 5, 2011) Apple 
Dennis Ritchie (September 9, 1941 – October 12, 2011) C, Unix

