Poe in Cyberspace: A Twentieth Birthday Party 
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In Spring 1998 an item awkwardly entitled "Electronic Poe News, #1" appeared in the PSA Newsletter. It quickly became “Poe in Cyberspace” in what is now The Edgar Allan Poe Review. Today, in Spring 2018, we can celebrate its twentieth anniversary by reviewing some memorable moments of Poe's cyber past, present, and future. 

From our vantage point of today, the internet of 1998 seems almost unrecognizable. One-third of the U.S. population still used telephone dial-ups to get on the internet, and while some users benefitted from a high frequency DSL line, others still remembered plugging their telephone handset directly into a 300 baud modem to get an acoustical connection. On the early internet, it often was necessary to type memorized Telnet and FTP instructions into the Unix command line, before Archie provided a menu of sorts and Gopher offered an index. Although the internet had been created by the Defense Department as ARPANET in the 1960s, its wide acceptance awaited Tim Berners-Lee's invention of the World Wide Web and hypertext encoding (HTML) in 1990. Then any PC or Mac could get on the internet, launch the Netscape browser, use the Alta Vista search engine, or visit the Yahoo! all-purpose web portal. 


Even though Michael Hart had begun Project Gutenberg in 1970, and the Oxford Text Archive started operations in1976, early Poe materials for research on the internet were scarce. Usually they had to be retyped or scanned by volunteers from whatever printed material was at hand. Judy Boss of the University of Omaha is created with creating the first Poe e-texts in 1992, using the Dent edition (London 1908), uploading a group to Tom Almy’s Bitter Butter Better bulletin board system (BBBBBS). After removing the pagination, Almy forwarded the thirteen Poe tales to Internet Wiretap, from which were copied to the prestigious Oxford Text Archive and eventually to the Tact CD-ROM, which was published with the imprimatur of the MLA. However, there was something unscholarly about these etexts. In 1993, Kelley Teterton at the University of Virginia, realizing the need for page numbers, had added pagination from the respected Harrison edition – but only the page numbers of these etexts were reliably Harrison's. Teterton soon realized the difficulty, restored the correct original pagination with credit to the Dent edition, but by then these faux Harrison texts had already circulated freely to other academic sites on the internet. 

Oddly, there was a second family of early Poe etexts with a better genealogy but with less extensive circulation. Apparently based on the Borzoi Poe edition, these etexts were published in the Library of the Future CD-ROM, 3rd ed., and then migrated to the Virginia Tech Eris collection and a few other sites. Unfortunately, the fine early CD-ROM published in 1990 by WordCruncher from Library of America editions did not include anything by Poe. 

Poe scholars may have first become aware of the research possibilities of the internet by encountering the pioneering survey of literary material, "Alex: A Catalogue of Electronic Texts on the Internet," issued by Hunter Monroe in July 1994 and later maintained by Eric Lease Morgan (still available at http://infomotions.com/alex/.) Early Poe etexts appeared on several other internet sites, including, in addition to those previously mentioned, CCAT (Penn), the English Server (Carnegie Mellon), OBI: the On-line Book Initiative at ftp.std.com (not to be confused with the Online Book Page, begun at Carnegie Mellon in 1993 but moved to Penn in 1999), Project Bartleby, and Project Gutenberg. In September 1994, in my first web page for my academic department I inserted this partisan pronouncement: "It contains NO GRAPHICS, no images, no audio, no video, no tactile or olfactory thrills. Just plain text." Needless to say, early plain text browsers, such as Lynx, quickly gave way to graphical browsers, such as Mosaic, later Netscape, and eventually Microsoft's Internet Explorer.


Within a few years, there were more than a hundred Web sites displaying Poe material, warranting my issue of "A Poe Webliography," which was published in Poe Studies 30 (1997), 1-26, and updated afterwards on a Web page of the same name. By this time, Poe material was becoming available at additional locations, including (alphabetically) A Digitized Library of Southern Literature (North Carolina), ETC: Electronic Text Center (Virginia). HTI: Humanities Text Initiative (Michigan), Making of America (Michigan and Cornell). OTA: Oxford Text Archive, the Poe Society of Baltimore, and Representative Poetry Online (Toronto). 

Sadly, too many early Web sites of Poe interest have disappeared over the decades, including those of Stefan Gmoser, the bibliography of SSSL (Society for the Study of Southern Literature), the short-lived Poe Central, and the university web pages maintained by Michigan, Oxford, and Toronto. Several fine early Poe sites remain available on the internet in frozen state, without updating: they include Peter Forrest's outstanding "The House of Usher," established in 1995 as the first specialist Poe site, Martha Womack's Poe Decoder, edgarallanpoe.de (in German, with impressive graphics), and my own "A Poe Webliography." Happily, several early Web sites of Poe interest remain active today, including those of Donna Campbell at https://public.wsu.edu/~campbelld/, Paul Reuben at http://www.paulreuben.website/, and especially Jeffrey Savoye at eapoe.org.

In the century and a half between Poe's death in 1849 and the first issue of this column in 1998, the pace of Poe research had changed so slowly that it seemed that critical landmarks appeared but once-in-a-generation, making Griswold, Harrison, Mabbott, Ostrom, Pollin, and Quinn into memorable names. Since 1998, however, the rate of change has speeded up in several areas. Floppy disks shrank from 8.0 inch to 5.25 inch to 3.5 inch size and then disappeared entirely, and obsolete hardware items, such as teletypes, diskless terminals, punched tapes, and dedicated word processing machines, could fill a museum. Today personal computers (PC and Mac) are facing competition from laptops, tablets, and smartphones – and the possible eventual replacement of keyboard and mouse by touchscreen and voice command. 

Fortunately, several interesting new Poe sites have appeared in recent years. In 2002, Maryland Public Television applied visual animation skills to its attractive KnowingPoe.thinkport.org site. In 2003 Jerome McGann at the University of Virginia founded www.nines.org (an acronym for Networked Infrastructure for Nineteenth-century Electronic Scholarship as well as a hint of its focus on 19th century literature), linking to 1,991 Edgar Allan Poe items. In 2005, Robert Giordano, a graphic artist, photographer, and software designer, created the valuable PoeStories.com site. More recently, James O'Sullivan and Gareth Young of University College Cork established the Digitalpoe.org site as a research project to demonstrate the capabilities of TEI-compliant XML. If there appears to be a falling-off in new Poe sites in the last decade, it might parallel the decline in recent published scholarly books on Poe, observed repeatedly by Michael L. Burduck in his annual surveys of "Early-19th Century Literature" for 2013, 2014, and 2015 in American Literary Scholarship (available online at Jstor).

The recent years the development of scholarly aggregation sites has blurred the distinction between what is printed and what is online. Academia.edu, which became active in 2008, currently has more than forty-fived million registered users and lists over eight million scholarly items (despite its edu designation, it is actually a commercial site registered in 1999 under the old rules and was later grandfathered in). A Google search for Edgar Allan Poe there produced ninety-six matches. Researchgate, described in The New York Times in 2012 as a mashup of Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn, has more than eleven million users and yields ninety-eight matches in a Google search for Edgar Allan Poe. On Mendeley, founded in 2007 and owned by the publisher Elsevier, a Google search for Edgar Allan Poe results in seventy matches. The Google search engine has its own academic database, Google Scholar, founded in 2003, which ranks items according to how many times they have been cited; it returns ninety thousand matches for Edgar Allan Poe in an internal search, and many more than that in a general Google search. 

The 10th anniversary of "Poe in Cyberspace" in Spring 2008 was celebrated with a review of its columns up to that time, followed in Fall 2008 by prognostications on social networking and cell phones that now seem quaintly cheerful. Although most of the current Web traffic produced by Poe blogs and Poe posts on social media is of limited interest to scholars, it does includes some sites that should not be overlooked. The blog called The World of Poe at http://worldofpoe.blogspot.com (edited pseudonymously by "Undine") claims 136 followers and is consistently interesting, substantial, and well researched. One serious Poe page on a standard social network is https://www.reddit.com/r/EdgarAllanPoe/, which claims 923 reders and 198 topics, specifically requesting that its participants follow basic guidelines for politeness and decency. 

There is, of course, an avalanche of postings for Edgar Allan Poe on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other standard social media sites. On Facebook the page for https://www.facebook.com/EdgarAllanPoeAuthor/ is strong in shared graphics and claims 3.8 million followers. The Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/EdgarAllanPoeFrases/ is in Spanish, with six thousand followers. On Twitter the page https://twitter.com/edgar_allan_poe?lang=en  has 113 thousand followers, but many of its postings are rants on current politics with no apparent connection to Poe. The page https://twitter.com/edgarallanpoe?lang=en has ten thousand followers and claims to be supported by the International Edgar Allan Poe Society, which seems to exist chiefly on this site. The page https://www.instagram.com/edgar.allan.poe/on Instagram has an unusual range of graphics and twenty-eight thousand followers.


There are a few unusual social media pages on Poe that are worth a visit. Russel Tarr maintains ActiveHistory.co.uk to encourage users to create their own parodies of web sites, resulting in two Fakebook (sic!) pages with unexpectedly detailed biographical knowledge of Poe, http://www.classtools.net/fb/56/CJffQ3a and http://www.classtools.net/fb/3/bXZPeg. (Or make your own fake page at https://www.classtools.net/FB/home-page.) The Triad High School in North Lewisburg, OH, at www.triad.k12.oh.us/userfiles/1307/Classes/3777/PoeBiography.docx offers an online questionnaire designed to guide students in composing a Poe post on Twitter, Facebook, or Instagram. 

What the future holds for Poe research on the internet cannot, of course, be known, except to suspect that we are in an era in which only the unexpected can be expected. Technological changes in ever speedier and smaller devices seem likely to continue, featuring deeper and more extensive capabilities for sharing and social integration. The breakthrough to ubiquitous computing may well be the voice-controlled digital assistant in the home. Through voice recognition and artificial intelligence it may soon be possible to speak to such a device to pose Poe research questions of a quantitative or factual nature and promptly receive an answer in the form of a printout. If so, may not responses to qualitative questions of judgment and opinion then not forever remain beyond the bounds of possibility? 

 Poe's presence on the internet in the future may grow because of his ability to span the usually divided forms of high culture, traditional culture, folk culture, popular culture, and mass culture, and to do so in the multiple realms of science fiction, detective and mystery fiction, terror and horror fiction, sentimental poetry, and the languages of hoax, satire, and invective. However, the Poe who might emerge as a cyberspace hero might not be the Poe many scholars would prefer to see. One hint of what lies ahead may be how Poe was presented when he became the subject of an American Masters television documentary on PBS in Fall, 2017: it was entitled "Edgar Allan Poe: Buried Alive" and was described as "a global icon of modern literature and a pop culture brand," who is "best known for his Gothic horror tales." 
As cyberspace changes in direction from decade to decade, such shifts will naturally do much to shape Poe's future there. A decade ago there was wide optimism that Web 2.0 and the semantic Web would create a renaissance of pages that would be intelligible to both humans and machines, but the current mood about the future, by contrast, is one of caution and pessimism. Artificial intelligence (AI), once seen as a useful servant, now looms as a potentially dangerous master. A new concern is that augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), apart from their novelty and entertainment value, can be used to make deliberately deceptive still or video images. The standard contractual agreement that provides users with free access to popular web sites, which we probably assent to without reading -- on the assumption that it only prohibits us from doing anything illegal -- may also grant the supplier permission to track and record our internet behavior, thereby contributing to silos of data that can be analyzed through artificial intelligence and sold on a huge scale for targeted advertisements and clever clickbait. Moreover, such data has been used to an unprecedented degree in an unsavory way for political purposes since 2016. Added to this is the frightening knowledge that such data can be used to exploit those with suspected vulnerability to fake news, counterfeit blogs, and simulated Web sites. The once friendly internet now suddenly seems a suspicious place. Moreover, the internet is now in danger of suspending equal access to all providers as a result of the much debated cancelation by the FCC of "network neutrality" rules late in 2017. 
Open access is not a new issue; throughout his career Poe keenly regarded it as a prime necessity. Although on occasion he produced literary hoaxes, he never did so to influence the beliefs or activity of his readers. In 1835, in support of fairness and open access, Poe famously made a daring attack on the puffing clique that had "manufactured" a reputation for Norman Leslie. On March 30, 1844, disappointed by his treatment at the hands of his publishers, Poe, proposed to Lowell a secret coalition of men of letters to publish themselves, thus circumventing "the Godeys, the Snowdens, et id genus omne.” In 1845, in "Anastatic Printing,” Poe explored a new technology for the reproduction of manuscripts that would permit exact copies of author manuscripts to be delivered directly to readers without the interference of editors or publishers. 

Recently, one of the chief advocates of open access to preserve the original spirit and intention of the internet is Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of both the World Wide Web and HTML encoding twenty-eight years ago. Incidentally, Berners-Lee is strangely linked to Poe on www.bartleby.com, where odd alphabetizing places his biographical sketch on a page devoted to his very distant namesake, Annabel Lee. More seriously, Berners-Lee's extended remarks on open access and the future of the Web seem an appropriate ending for this 20th anniversary column. 

Late in 2017, Berners-Lee issued a statement to keep the internet free and affordable for all through equal access: "Net Neutrality allowed me to invent the web. If protections are scrapped, innovators will have to ask ISPs [internet service providers] for permission to get their ideas out – a disaster for creativity. A disaster for the internet." He further warned: "Internet service providers can now compile a detailed profile of our web behavior and market it. Some may deign to charge us a premium for not doing security and privacy." Instead, Berners-Lee argued, the Web should return to its original open and "permissionless" state, under which network neutrality would be "the first amendment of the internet" to guarantee access as open to all as gas and water. Without "net neutrality," he warned, internet service providers would be able to control access and charge different rates.
A closing note: twenty years ago, Poe scored toward the top in a popularity study of internet searches by frequency. In its December 1999 report, Lycos, then a standard Web search engine, Edgar Allan Poe stood in fourth place on its "Millennium's Most Wanted” list of historical figures – behind Shakespeare at the top but ahead of Albert Einstein, Leonardo Da Vinci, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Christopher Columbus. Could Poe again achieve such internet prominence? If the social media continue to play an increasingly prominent role in the cyber future, Poe's most prominent traits could serve him very well – terseness, visual emphasis, musicality, unity, totality, sensuality, Gothicism, sentimentality, and freedom from didacticism. What's more, Poe was able to explore and expand the very bounds of minor literary subject matter for treatment in magazines by mastering peripheral subjects, such as the handwriting of authors in "Autography," critical gossip on writers in "The Literati," and notes taken while reading in "Marginalia." In these memorable expansions of contemporary media, Poe uncannily anticipated tendencies already planted in the social media today and likely to grow there vigorously tomorrow.
