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This presentation will try to apply, extend and complicate some of the insights and observations articulated by Leo Marx in his seminal 1964 work, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America  in the light of subsequent studies as well as recent developments in technology as well as theory. Marx’s book tried to assess the impact of the advent of technology on the American landscape through selective readings of the works of writers of what has been called the American Renaissance, that is to say, the mid-nineteenth century. But his fascinating study needs to be expanded to other literatures and centuries—what, for example, was the impact of the machine on the mindscape of the English writers of the period? Or for that matter, how did it affect Bengali writers in the modern era? Or if we can march ahead in time, how was the impact of technology seen by artists/writers, first in the age of mechanical, and then in the era of digital reproduction? How did films depict the machine in the garden? This presentation will also  attempt to show that the machine in the garden was not only symptomatic of the alienation and environmental degradation inevitable with industrial development, as has been perceived by many sensitive artists/writers, but has also been hailed as fascinating and full of possibilities for their works by not a few of them.  Marx himself in, “The Railroad-in-the Landscape: An Iconological Reading of a Theme in American Art”, a piece written in 1988, re-visioned his earlier view, noting “the deep moral ambiguity of material progress”, and this presentation will take stock of this more complicated perspective on the impact of the machine in the garden. It will thus consider the awe at the sight of the machine depicted by not a few writers/artists, a response fully captured in David E. Nye’s 1994 book, American Technological Sublime. Ultimately, my presentation would like to end with the impression that the advent of technology permanently impacted creatively as well as profoundly not only on the physical landscape but also on the imaginative landscape of writers, artists and intellectuals.
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