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Bing -- Microsoft's New Search Engine and Information Portal
Now that the excitement of the 2009 Poe bicentennial is over, and the exhibits, impersonations, and merchandizing have subsided, some scholars might expect things to return to normal. Unfortunately, multiple cyberspace storms are already gathering on the horizon. First of all, some pundits expect phones to displace desktops as research devices in as little as three years -- already Apple's iPhone and Google's Droid are in a face-off. Today TV programs can be viewed on computers, and soon we will be able to browse the Internet from a TV. Irresistibly, the social networks Facebook and Twittter are overthrowing our well established work habits for query-and-reply. After years of quietly simmering, e-book competition is now coming to a boil between Amazon Kindle, Barnes and Noble Nook, and Sony Reader. For Poe scholars, however, the more immediate concerns -- the subject of this column -- may be the pros and cons of Internet searching via Bing, Microsoft's new graphical search engine and the features war it has touched off with Google. 
Microsoft promises that Bing will provide "an organized and richer search experience" than its competitors, in effect a "decision engine" to remedy shortcomings in rival systems that were not designed to cope with the recent explosive growth and systematic changes of Web 2.0 level Internet. Bing aims to handle messages from social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, from blogs, and to display media-rich videos, images, and music without effort. By providing a constant surface of useful information Bing may eliminate deeper probing, aspiring to become as much an information portal for commonly posed questions as a traditional search engine. 
My initial impression of Bing: it's visually sumptuous, with a gorgeous wide-screen opening photograph dominating the center of the page, changed daily as one of eight such images linked in a slide show, each gradually revealing information about it in hotspots. The left side navigation pane has main buttons for Explore (help), Images, Videos, Shopping, News, Maps, Travel, History, and Visual Search. The right side of the page is reserved for expanded and enhanced previews.  In a powerful new feature, Bing plays the video thumbnail  by simply hovering over it.   Visual Search, an unusual feature,  can examine image groupings in galleries. 
As soon as you type in the search box, the auto-suggest capability comes into play. Typing just the letter e produces two Poe-related responses among eight suggestions (typing edgar produces four more and edgar allan all eight). Clicking on Poe's name brings up eight suggested sub-topics: Blogs, Poems, Biography, Quotes, Short stories, "The Raven," Museum, and "Annabel Lee." One you have searched a little in Bing, your recent history may appear as suggestions for re-use, depending on which browser you are using and the information it retains. 
Simply typing Edgar Allan Poe in the search box reveals a heavily formatted initial page containing (from top to bottom) four video thumbnails, three general links, seven image thumbnails, three news items, five biography and museum items, two links for short stories, three links for quotes, three links for books, one for learning more, and eight related searches. In one test run, the sorting of Poe links into categories was imperfect: almost half the site listing items were repeated nearby. Yet Bing's crawlers have done their own scan of the Internet with interesting results. About half of the links on the first page do connect to familiar sites, but the remainder are point unfamiliar locations that are not prioritized in other major search engines, an opportunity to look at sites that relatively few Poe scholars have examined. The first page promises 1 to 19 of the 2,090,000 claimed Poe matches -- but the next page oddly promises matches 6 to 15.
Bing's sub-headings for Poe are Videos, Images, News, Biography, Stories, Quotes, Books, Blogs, and Reference Articles; among the Related Searches are History, Literary Criticism, Raven, Awards, Bells, Grave, and Collected Works. However, the skeleton is not fully fleshed out; the Reference Articles heading actually points to different sections of the same Wikipedia article, the History links go arbitrarily to mystery.net and history.com, and under Literary Criticism we find items by Poe, not about him. Each of the four initial Poe videos are thirty second previews from YouTube, three of them featuring Vincent Price or Christopher Walken reading; digging deeper reveals a total of 3,670 Poe videos, largely from YouTube, some subject to source restrictions. In general, Bing's videos are one of its strongest points, being well selected and easy to play. Bing uses a Norton utility to check site safety, whether browsing in Internet Explorer or FireFox. 
Bing might be called a fourth generation search engine: the first generation weighed Web pages by relative popularity; the second used computer analysis of text contents; the third followed the recommendations of knowledgeable Webmasters. Now, the fourth generation claims to follow studies of actual search sequences of users, making it possible to condense the number of steps required for frequently traced patterns. Since other studies suggest that nearly half of all searches need to be refined, Bing uses auto-suggest to hint at the most likely information it suspects the user wants, perhaps even before she thinks of asking for it. To further speed up the search process, Bing uses "rich previews," intended to reduce the false clicks that are said to waste 24% of search activity, and "enhanced results" to provide useful service information requested by previous users. Moreover, Bing can access the "real time" of current Internet traffic from Twitter (Facebook is to be added soon). Voice-activated features are promised for future Bing for Mobile phone services in order to reduce keyboard clicks. 

Microsoft has built its strategy carefully in full knowledge of the present mature state of the search engine market. Google regularly dominates the field; its constant share as measured by different methods lies between 65% and 85%. Its search engine has established itself as an essential Web tool for academic researchers by following a consistent strategy of maximum information, minimal formatting, plain text links, book scanning, and unobtrusive and relevant advertising, all supported by constant analysis of data and user patterns (and free software for networking and cloud computing). In opposition, Microsoft Bing builds from the traditional strengths of its stunning visual interface, easily reached practical information, and fresh exploitation of new Web 2.0 social networking technologies. 

Academic research was targeted by Microsoft earlier in the decade when its search engine was called MSN or Live. In this era Microsoft Windows Live Search Books and Live Search Academic scanned 750,000 books and indexed 80 million journal articles to compete with Google Books and Google Scholar. Although both projects ended in 2008, some of Microsoft's expert knowledge in these areas is visible in Bing, but one must know where to look for it. To obtain a dictionary definition, start with define (or definition); for a thesaurus cluster, type thesaurus; for an encyclopedia entry, type encyclopedia (each label must be followed directly by a colon but without any trailing space). Reflecting on Microsoft's former expertise, Bing provides the unusual label <Researcher Name> (in angle brackets) for Web queries about the activity of individual scholars. To translate a word, passage, or Web page, click on More on the top menu, scroll down to "Get More from Bing," and finally select Translate in order to open a dialogue box. The original and the translated result may be displayed several ways, together side-by-side, with a hovering translation, or with a hovering original. The search box supports the standard Boolean expressions, AND, NOT, OR, and their equivalent symbols, (+ - |); it also recognizes labels for contains, filetype, prefer, and site (as above, each label must be followed by a colon without any trailing space.) Bing also supports advanced search parameters for Web domain and national language. 
I found Bing's visual and media riches and its occasional surprises to be highly enjoyable, making the pages "sticky" in that it is easy to spend extra time with them. I would use it for special purposes although I might not make it my primary search engine for text-based research. Although Bing won't overtake Google anytime soon, its strategy may well make it profitable in monetizing travel, shopping, and health searches (it already does very well in the first two of  these areas). Microsoft's persistence in the past has made its software eventually dominant in several fields, despite the limited initial success of Windows in 1985 and the late start for Internet Explorer in 1995. But we are no longer in the stable old desktop world; the current networking of both computers and  individual users, combined with the ongoing convergence of digital media devices, makes it much harder to plan for the future. 
For its part, Google too has morphed in response to the new forces, becoming more of an information portal like Yahoo and more graphical like Bing. Although Google promises 4.55 million Edgar Allan Poe matches, in various trials I have never been able to see more than seven hundred. Its new visual features follow the rubrics of Images, Videos, Maps, News, Books, Translate, Blogs, YouTube, Groups, and Reader, the last for browsing all one's favorite Web sites and blogs. Typing ed in the Google search box produces only one Poe hint but Edgar produces eight out of a possible ten (whereas Poe produces only six hints of Poe the writer). The Blogs button leads to a massive list of 392,170 829 possible Poe items, which can be sorted by time down to the last hour. Three remarkable discoveries emerge in Google Trends (trends,google.com): 1) Poe searches on the Web have been in gradual decline since 2004, 2) a surge of Poe searches was visible in the bicentennial year of 2009, and 3) the United States, now ranking seventh, has fallen behind the Philippines, Mexico, Colombia, Chile, Argentina, and Peru. (In languages, English is third, behind Tagalog and Spanish. The highly praised Google translation capability (translate.google.com) can be tested on http://www.edgarallanpoe.de (a German graphical Web site) or http://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/La_Chute_de_la_maison_Usher. Here's Google's automatic translation, actually re-translation, of Baudelaire's French version of Poe back into English: "Throughout the autumn day, daytime smoky, dark and silent, the clouds hung heavy and low in the sky, I crossed one horse and a tract of country singularly gloomy and, finally, as the shades of evening approached I found myself in sight of the melancholy House of Usher." 
Google's interface now has several directory and display options, running the risk of cluttering its celebrated clean page. (There's even a pause now before the basic menu loads onto the initial blank page.) Google offers several directories to pursue for Poe research: Subtopics to Explore, Common Matches, News, Image Collections, Books, and Blogs (392,000 for Poe). The choice of Views includes Standard, Related Searches (20 topics), Wonder Wheel (a graphic with eight subcategories: facts, death, life, pictures, short stories, poems, and quotes, the last promising 347,000 Web matches), and Timeline (66,600 Poe items by date, 1809-2009). Results can be formatted several ways: Standard (text only), Images (similar to Bing), Page previews (both sample text and images), or Translations (1,020,000 results claimed, including 490,000 in Spanish, 222,000 in German, 152,000 in French , and 153,000 in Italian). 

Although Google' s claimed four million Poe matches far outstrips the social networking sites -- Facebook yields 648,000 Edgar Allan Poe matches and Twitter reports 18,400 Edgar Allan Poe matches in the past 24 hours -- there is genuine concern that the viral growth of social networks might displace search engines if targeted person-to-person queries become the new standard for research. Google recently purchased Aardvark, a new social search service, delivers questions and replies via email or via chat connections with experts. The search site Ask.com, which tallies over one million questions a day, is also reportedly planning its own social networking service. Incidentally, one of Yahoo's less social services, answers.yahoo.com, providing "Homework Help" for school papers and assignments, contains 3,111 items on Edgar Allan Poe.

Appendix A: Here's what Bing lists among its highly ranked Poe sites that you won't find at the top of other major search engines: 
1) www.buzzle.com/articles/edgar-allan-poe-biography.html (biographical sketch) 

2) poeaudiopoems.com/ (downloads for sale)

3) www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Edgar_Allan_Poe/ (14 Poe quotes) 
4) thinkexist.com/quotes/edgar_allan_poe/ (seveal dozen Poe quotes) 
5) www.readprint.com/author-67/Edgar-Allan-Poe-books (119 Poe works, 14 quotes, biographical sketch); 
6) weblogs.baltimoresun.com/entertainment/books/blog/edgar_allan_poe/ (news items, 2008-10) 

7) papercuts.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/19/edgar-allan-poe-at-200 (N.Y. Times slide show of Poe works and MSS) 
8)weblogs.baltimoresun.com/entertainment/books/blog/2009/10/edgar_allan_poes_funeral.html; (Poe's 2009 funeral) 
9)www.abebooks.com/servlet/SearchResults?an=poe&bi=0&bsi=30&bx=off&ds=30&kn=Edmund+Clarence (Poe's Works, ed. Woodberry and Steadman) 

10) http://my.qoop.com/store/Mike-Richardson-286832879762637/Collected-Works-of-Poe-by-EDGAR-ALLAN-POE-467540786269/ (unidentified Poe book for sale) 
11) manybooks.net/authors/poeedgar.html (downloads in several formats and languages); 

12) www.topicsites.com/edgar-allan-poe/criticism-edgar-allan-poe.htm (Poe criticism for sale, several formats) 
13) www.topicsites.com/edgar-allan-poe/literary-criticism-analysis-edgar-allan-poe.htm (introduction to Poe criticism) 
14) classiclit.about.com/library/bl-etexts/eapoe/bl-eapoe-criticism.htm (entitled "Criticism," 1850, but a composite from a collected edition) 

15) xyi27johlujnzqss.fortunecity.com/literary-criticism-edgar-allan-poe.html (request for Poe literary criticism?) 

16) www.bookrags.com/criticisms/Edgar_Allan_Poe (56 critical essays on Poe for sale)
17) www.scribd.com/doc/8447669/The-Literary-Criticism-Edgar-Allan-Poe (Kent Ljungquist article; login to download) ; 

18) poeplace.tripod.com/id3.html (Juan Lartigue aritcle from poedecoder.com) 

19) www.phillwebb.net/History/NineteenthCentury/Poe/Poe.htm (brief bibliography)
Appendix B: How similar are Google and Yahoo Poe search listings? This list, omitting  duplicates, matches Google and Yahoo rankings (in parentheses), revealing that only about half of them are reasonably similar. 

1. Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (2)
2. www.online-literature.com/poe/ (1)

3. www.poemuseum.org/ (4)

4 www.eapoe.org/ (3)

5. www.kirjasto.sci.fi/eapoe.htm (18)

6. www.poets.org/eapoe/ (7)

7. www.poedecoder.com/Qrisse/ (-)

8. www.mysterynet.com/edgar-allan-poe/ (-)
9. www.poestories.com/ (-)

10 ww.nps.gov/edal/ (5)

11 www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/.../edgar_allan_poe.html (-)

12 www.houseofusher.net/ (-)

13. andromeda.rutgers.edu/~ehrlich/poesites.html (6)

14. www.literature.org/authors/poe-edgar-allan/ (-)
In addition, these Poe sites are in well-ranked in Yahoo (rank in parentheses) but are not comparably ranked in Google:  knowingpoe.thinkport.org (8); www.imdb.com/name/nm0000590 (9); and www.answers.com/topic/edgar-allan-poe (10).
Note: Previous "Poe in Cyberspace" columns are available online at eapoe.info.
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