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Calling All Intrepid Cybernauts

WANTED: INTREPID CYBERNAUTS to map and provide bibliographical descriptions for an estimated twenty million mentions of the nineteenth century American writer Edgar Allan Poe on the Internet. Promising results for scholarly research to be posted at social networks online. Hours, salary, and tenure commensurate with results.

Although the ad is imaginary, the claim of 20 million Poe Internet mentions is real, supported by the surprisingly parallel claims of three fundamental Internet research resources, Google, Bing, and Yahoo. The unexpected leader in the race to claim the most matches is Yahoo, with 23,500,000; Bing, which supplies Yahoo with search services, follows closely with 21,800,000; and Google trails with 16,900,000. How reliable are these claims? We must take them on faith since no one is known to have seen more than a tiny fraction of the claimed results. Indeed, in retrieval mode the major search engines all stall short of a thousand matches, a microscopic 0.005 percent of the claimed total. Although the leading search engines do not disclose their proprietary methods for investigation and ranking, nevertheless they all report on similar presences in cyberspace. The aggregate of the tallies of the three leading engines is 65 million matches, including extensive duplication. In any event, whether it is 20 million or 65 million, the enormous size of what we might call the Poe Galaxy staggers the mind.

At this point, many Poe scholars will wonder where is this heading, and of what practical use is this knowledge? We shall see presently that an awareness of the nearly boundless dimension of the Internet has informed the work of Jeffrey Savoye, Meredith McGill, and Brewster Kahle.

However, as we may ask, how could we have learned that there are millions of mentions of Poe in cyberspace without ever learning what they are? At first, "crawlers" followed links to Web pages to visit as many as possible once a month. Then the digital scanning of collections of major libraries covered literally millions of books and journals, producing digital images that were converted automatically into indexed texts, resulting in huge databases that remembered the locations of each word, in effect a galactic key word in context (KWIC) concordance. More recently, search engines have discovered the need to keep up with postings on social networks that change minute by minute.

(For the statistically curious, Google claims 16,900,000 basic "hits, on the name Edgar Allan Poe, 4,540,000 apps, 2,270,000 books, 2,520,000 blogs, and 42,800 scholarly items. Microsoft Bing claims 23,200,000 general matches, 13,200,000 books, 7,660,000 blogs, and 1,080,000 apps. Yahoo claims 23,500,000 matches, 13,7000,000 books, 9,890 blogs, and 211 apps. In addition to these search engines, Amazon claims 14,793 Edgar Allan Poe matches, of which 12,787 are books. The Hathi Trust <www.hathitrust.org> catalogs 823 books by or about Poe and 273,810 Poe mentions in its full texts. The Internet Archive lists 891 Edgar Allan Poe mentions of all types, including 621 in books. Finally, Worldcat promises 21,812 Edgar Allan Poe items, of which 15,373 are books, and its new service, Worldcat Identities, claims for Poe "9,593 works in 22,174 publications in 71 languages and 470,374 library holdings" <http://www.worldcat.org/identities/lccn-n79-29745>. All searches are for "Edgar Allan Poe"; different results will be obtained for other spellings, such as "E. A. Poe," the form of his name he preferred; some general totals include audio and visual media. )

Jeffrey Savoye used evidence derived from the Poe Galaxy to settle a dispute over a questionable attribution. As is well known, the attribution to Poe of unsigned reviews and similar items often depends on evidence in Poe's letters or on their close similarity to previously attributed material. One long-running controversy surrounds Poe's possible authorship of unsigned articles in three running series in Burton's Gentleman's Magazine, "Field Sports and Manly Pastimes," "A Chapter on Science and Art," and "Omniana." In a letter to Joseph Snodgrass on 7 October 1839, Poe claimed that in the October 1839 issue, "all the criticism are mine," adding the afterthought, "-- also the gymnastic article," meaning the "Field Sports" item. However, in a letter to William E, Burton of 1 June 1840 to claim compensation for original writing, he excluded the unoriginal "compilation of various articles, such as Field Sports &c." as already covered by his salary as editorial assistant. When Savoye used the Poe Galaxy to trace unusual phrases and word clusters in the disputed "Field Sports" article, he found evidence that it was actually a compilation of paragraphs from several sources: American Journal of Education, 1826; Gynmastics for Youth, 1803; and London Mirror, 1826 <http://www.eapoe.org/rejected/misc/cfsmpg02.htm>. In addition, Savoye discovered that the previous September portion of the same article was a compilation from the London Mirror and American Journal of Education in 1826 <http://www.eapoe.org/rejected/misc/cfsmpg01.htm>. Therefore we must understand Poe's half-expressed afterthought, "-- also the gymnastic article," not as a claim to have written the article but rather as a notation that he compiled it. Why he made this odd remark remains unexplained. 

One danger of the incorrect attribution of articles to Poe is the "house of cards" effect. If the argument is made that if Poe wrote one "Field Sports" article, which happened to be the second half of a two part article, then his authorship of the first part was likely, and if he wrote two articles in the "Field Sports" series, then arguably he might have written other articles in that series, and if he did the "Field Sports" series, then why not other series, such as "Science and Art" and "Omniana? Under the new evidence from the Poe Galaxy, this house of cards collapses.

In another use of the Internet for the study of Poe material, Meredith L. McGill in "Lurking in the Blogosphere of the 1840s," likens reprints in Littel's Living Age in the 1840s to blog posts today <http://www.common-place.org/vol-07/no-02/reading/>. In her habitual lurking on the blogosphere, McGill sharpened insights into the reprinting culture of the period, including the appearance in Littel's of a reprint of "The Raven," taken from the London Critic, at least a third generation re-reprinting after its two Atlantic crossings. Like today's bloggers who play the "sock-puppet" game of writing blog entries in order to quote and then repudiate them, "in his capacity as editor of the Broadway Journal’s critical notices, Poe distanced himself from a scathing, anonymous review of Longfellow published in The Aristidean, a review that he may or may not have written." In today's blogs, as in international publishing in the 1840s, weak copyright laws and an increasing disrespect for literature as private property support the culture of the free reuse of any recently published discussion as though it were public property. Good writers borrow; great writers steal. So said Oscar Wilde -- or was it T.S. Eliot? Or Pablo Picasso, or Igor Stravinsky? Or all of them? 

"If the Library of Alexandria had made a copy of every book and sent it to India or China," Brewster Kahle remarked recently, "we'd have the other works of Aristotle, the other plays of Euripides" (New York Times. 4 Mar 12, A:4). Kahle, founder of the digital Internet Archive <www.archive.org>, has started a companion Physical Archive of printed books that is designed to reach a size of 10 million volumes. Of the 2 million books already digitized in the Internet Archive, 619 are Edgar Allan Poe full texts. As stated above, that number pales by comparison with the Google, Bing, and Yahoo databases and may be exceeded by the Hathi Trust project. Of course, there is no need for additional copies of Poe's primary works or the main secondary literature about him. Nevertheless, as courageous researchers dig more deeply into his career it is becoming possible by using Internet searches which can be limited to specific time periods to find hitherto unknown mentions of Poe and thus -- for the truly fearless scholar -- to amass speculative evidence regarding what Poe may have been reading. Although we think of Poe as primarily a poet, critic, and writer of tales, the bulk of his work was in non-creative prose, book reviews and magazine articles that typically, were unsigned, and thus remain at the frontier of attribution studies. 

Up to now, two contrary principles have been at work in the creation of digital archives. Bibliographical principles can lead to the collection of works by and about Poe and other established authors. This work has been in progress ever since Project Gutenberg began four decades ago. On the other hand, physical principles lead to the collection of all works held by contributing libraries, typically from a particular period, such as the nineteenth century or the pre-copyright era. The Making of America project at Michigan and Cornell was an early attempt to find a digital home for little used 19th century American books and periodicals. This approach is now being applied on a global scale in the much more ambitious Hathi Trust project (pronounced HA-tee, Indian for elephant). The product of 60 academic partners, including Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Duke, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, the Library of Congress. MIT, the New York Public Library, Stanford ,the University of Chicago , the University Michigan, and Yale, the Hathi Trust project currently claims a total of 10,107,190 digital volumes, including 5,369,131 book titles, 266,256 serial titles, and 3,537,516,500 pages, of which an estimated 27% is material in the public domain. The Executive Director of the HathiTrust is John Price Wilkin, who led the Making of America project at the University of Michigan. 
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