Heyward Ehrlich, “Poe in Cyberspace”: (Oct 18, 2004)

The Poe Society of Baltimore


HELP WANTED:  Experienced academic proofreaders to compare


computer scanned texts character-by-character against historical originals.


Goal: Absolute accuracy and zero error tolerance. Unpaid volunteers only.

The advertisement is imaginary but the conditions are real for Jeffrey Savoye of the Poe Society of Baltimore, in charge of the world’s largest archive of electronic texts of Edgar Allan Poe, online at <http://www.eapoe.org>. Most Poe scholars are aware that the Baltimore web site has a unique collection of Poe’s complete poetry and tales, all historically modeled and freely available online, often in several variants. What is less well known is the extent to which Savoye is adding to his web site other essential Poe material – Poe’s own articles and book reviews, articles and reviews on Poe by others, and letters to and from Poe.  In addition, the Poe Society of Baltimore web site is now the online repository of articles from Poe Studies/Dark Romanticism. In aspiring to academically acceptable texts which eventually achieve perfect accuracy, the Poe Society of Baltimore has a backlog of work requiring verification, one that might lead someday to an real advertisement not unlike the one above.  

First among several purposes of the growing web site of the Poe Society of Baltimore is to serve the Society itself in traditional ways by posting information about its activities, including its lectures and published papers, of which more anon. 

Second, for general readers and high school and undergraduate students, the site discusses common questions about Poe such as his biography, his relations to Rufus W. Griswold, theories concerning his death (including alcohol, disease, and cooping – being captured and forced to vote), his physical appearance, portraits, daguerreotypes, and engravings, his supposed uses of drugs and alcohol, and his interest in religion, music, and phrenology. This general information is designed to clear up misconceptions and to lead to trustworthy sources for further research. 

Third – in what will be more familiar to readers of this column – the site aims to present a complete online edition of Poe’s poems and tales in an edition of scholarly quality. When textual variants are listed or selected examples are given, the encoding follows T. O. Mabbott’s lettering system. However, the lists go beyond Mabbott in adding information on reprints and translations that appeared in Poe’s lifetime.  Savoye includes among the tales several longer works that could not be included in Mabbott’s edition, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, The Journal of Julius Rodman and The Unparalled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall.  Mabbott’s system of classification, as his volume title suggests, presents the Tales and Sketches together, but in Savoye’s configuration the fictionalized sketches are separated from the tales, going into them a new grouping combining “Essays, Sketches, and Lectures,” putting together titles such as Eureka, “The Philosophy of Furniture,” and “The Philosophy of Composition.”  

One project still in its early stages of development is the selection of book reviews and notices by Poe.   Estimates of Poe’s reviews and notices vary from several hundred to close to a thousand, largely in his contributions to magazines on which he served in an editorial capacity – the Southern Literary Messenger, Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine, Graham’s Magazine, and the Broadway Journal.  Poe as a magazinist wrote many more total pages of articles, reviews, and notices than pages of poems, tales, and sketches; unfortunately, such non-fiction prose was rarely signed. Therefore, determining the canon of Poe’s non-fiction prose is still a major issue of debate as to the authenticity of many items claimed to be his.  In fact, as Savoye reminds us:  “At least one noted Poe scholar, Dr. Burton R. Pollin, has recently decreed that many works by Poe's friend Henry Beck Hirst may actually be by Poe.”  According to contemporary theories of social text, writing may reflect collaboration with others or interference with the author, and it may be hard to determine the degree to which this takes place. Hence doubtful items are marked here with one or more question marks. In “Miscellanea,” the next section, we may find a very useful collection of items from Poe’s magazine series, such as “Autography,” “Doings of Gotham,” “The Literati,” and “Marginalia.”  For both of these sections of Poe’s non-fiction prose online, we should be very grateful to have such texts freely available online because a comparable collection of these items can be otherwise very hard to find outside research libraries and repositories.  

One of the unexpected highlights of the Baltimore Poe site is its collection of letters to and from Poe.  Since Savoye is one of the principal editors of the complete revision of Ostrom’s Letters now in progress under the direction of Burton Pollin, it is worth considering his statement 

This collection includes all of Poe's letters (and all of the letters written to Poe) for which surviving text is known. In a few instances, items are also noted for which no text is known, but the contents have been described. (At the bottom of this list are given some well-known fakes and forgeries.) The Poe Society is very interested in information about any letters that are not on this list or the accompanying checklist, or for which the location of the manuscript is noted as unknown. Photocopies of manuscripts, transcripts and other information may be sent to the Poe Society. The anonymity of any private collector will be honored in accordance with his or her wishes.

The current listings are based on John W. Ostrom's final Revised Check List of letters from and to Poe, published in 1981 in Studies in the American Renaissance. Gathering the texts of letters to Poe, previously collected and edited by James A. Harrison, Mabbott, John Ward Ostrom, and Joseph V. Ridgely, Savoye publishes them here for the first time in a complete form. The material was made available to the Poe Society of Baltimore and is now shared online. Needless to say, the correspondence to Poe often provide vital contexts for the full understanding of Poe’s own letters. 

The items in the “Lectures and Articles” section of the web page date back to in 1923, with such participants as Thomas Ollive Mabbott, Killis Campbell, Arthur Hobson Quinn, John W. Ostrom, Floyd Stovall, and Burton R. Pollin.  This section eventually will contain all the articles from Poe Studies.Dark Romanticism from 1971 to 1985, and when possible, even more recent articles, subject to a delay of ten years after publication. However, a shortage of editorial staff to necessary to verify the electronic material has limited successfully processed articles to those published up to 1979.  Savoye offers an apology for this state of affairs: “We hope readers will forgive the rather rough formatting of many of these at the moment. We will clean them up a bit when time permits.” This is one of the tasks for which volunteers for the Poe Society of Baltimore are urgently needed.  This section concludes with a fascinating collection of several dozen historical articles on Poe printed during his lifetime or afterwards during the nineteenth century. 

One of the more ambitious projects at this web site is Savoye’s attempts to offer a definitive canon of Poe’s poems, tales, sketches, essays, literary criticism, and miscellaneous writings, which are divided into four categories: 1) accepted works, 2) fragments, trifles and lost works, 3) apocryphal, doubtful and rejected works, and 4) collections of works.  In another page under construction, we receive a survey of Poe’s contributions to Annuals, Gift Books, Magazines, and Periodicals.  

The fourth and final section of the Baltimore web site is devoted to local information about Poe in Baltimore, his chronology, the Baltimore Poe House and Museum, the Poe Grave in Westminster Burying Ground,  the Site of Poe's Death in Church Hospital, and the Sir Moses Ezekiel Statue of Poe. 

The web page of the Poe Society of Baltimore has become an indispensable element in Poe research.  If the site sometimes seems idiosyncratic  – poetry appears under fiction, fictional sketches appear as articles rather than tales, and the entire layout does not correspond to any known printed edition— yet it is absolutely worth the trouble to learn how to use it properly and thoroughly.  If additional resources should ever make it possible, a few additions to the site would be very welcome: a revision log to show what has been added or updated since one’s last visit, a footnote model to explain to student scholars how to cite online material, a searchable internal database, some indication of how these web pages are used in schools and colleges in the study of Poe, and even a freestanding CD ROM version. .

Unfortunately, these suggestions cannot be implemented in light of the Poe Society’s limited staff and budgets – hence the need for volunteer help. It is worth taking a moment to realize how labor-intensive the making of electronic texts is.  As historical originals became available Savoye mechanically scans them into a computer image file that is then rendered into readable text by software for OCR (optical character recognition).  Although the process can be reasonably accurate for contemporary documents that are printed with standard typefaces on paper in perfect condition, historical originals are likely to suffer from wavy line alignment, broken or dirty type, irregularly selected type characters, and the accumulated damages of time upon paper and ink. For modern materials the process is normally about 90% accurate – or about 8 errors per line – rising with quality control to about 99% accurate – about one error per line. Ordinary language is sufficiently redundant to overcome these high error rates, which can be reduced somewhat by the use of spelling checkers. But no electronic dictionary exists as yet of nineteenth century literary language that can begin to reflect the full range and variety of Poe’s vocabulary.  A further difficulty arises when Poe introduces non-Latin characters, such as Greek and Hebrew words, or adds extra-textual elements such as the woodcut in “Maelzel’s Chess Player” or the typographic symbols in “A Few Words on Secret Writing.” These must be made intelligible to web browsers as small graphics. For speed and economy, the entire Baltimore web site uses plain text, the simplest possible HTML encoding, and no elaborate visual effects. 

Forced to steal time for proofreading whenever he can, Savoye one day while waiting for his airplane in the passenger lounge decided to seize a few moments to check proof of a scanned text  in his lap against the photocopy alongside of the historical original.  A fellow passenger was amazed: “How can you read two books at the same time?”

Here are addresses for a dozen selected pages of the Poe Society of Baltimore web site referred to in this article:

1. Home page: <www.eapoe.org>

2. General information about Poe, with bibliographies:  <http://eapoe.org/geninfo/poegen.htm>  3. Works: Poems, Tales, Literary Criticism, Essays/Sketches/Lectures; Miscellanae, Letters:  <http://eapoe.org/works/index.htm>

4. Poems: <http://eapoe.org/works/poems/index.htm>

5. Tales: <http://eapoe.org/works/tales/index.htm>

6. Literary Criticism: <http://eapoe.org/works/criticsm/index.htm>

7. Essays, Sketches, and Lectures: <http://eapoe.org/works/essays/index.htm>

8. Miscellanae: <http://eapoe.org/works/misc/index.htm>

9. Letters: <http://eapoe.org/works/letters/index.htm>

10. Secondary Articles and Lectures: Poe Society, Poe Studies/Dark Romanticism, articles on Poe, 1827-1920 <http://eapoe.org/papers/index.htm>

11. Subject index (under construction): <http://eapoe.org/subjidx.htm>

12. Google site searching: <http://eapoe.org/searching.htm>
