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KENDAL AT OBERLIN,

LIFE LONG LEARNING PROGRAM:THE AMERICAN CHESTNUT
Part 3: FROM SYNECDOCHE TO SYMBOL

If you were an American public school student in the first half of the 20th century,

you were probably expected to memorize some poetry.  It is probable that one or more

of those poems had been written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow; and it is just as

probable that one of them began with the lines

“Under a spreading chestnut tree

The village smithy stands…”

The poem is not about the chestnut tree.  It is about the blacksmith who toils away each

day in that village smithy: as it continues,

“The smith, a mighty man is he,

With large and sinewy hands….

Toiling,—rejoicing,—sorrowing,

Onward through life he goes…

Something attempted, something done

Has earned a night’s repose….”

Longfellow published the poem in the Knickerbocker magazine in 1839.  It seems to me

fundamentally an attempt to portray an idyllic America—a model that Longfellow thought

his young nation ought to embrace: hard work, craftsmanship, piety, devotion to family

and the warmth of a shared community.  The chestnut tree presides over this ideal

place because it offers shelter, rootedness, and arboreal symmetry.  In Longfellow’s

poem, it is above all an exemplary American tree in an exemplary America.

On the other hand, it is important to recall that Longfellow and his village smithy

were products of the European displacement of indigenous Americans.  When the

earliest of those Europeans came to these shores, they were fascinated by the

abundant flora and fauna that they encountered—both in terms of similarity to and

difference from what they knew in Europe.  Several of their written accounts mentioned

chestnut trees—that is, trees that were very like the chestnuts they knew, but that were
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even more remarkable in being cherished by the indigenous inhabitants for the food

they provided (in the form of prolific and nourishing nuts) and the sturdy wood that they

made available.  The English Captain John Smith, for example, published a pamphlet in

1612 in which he described the lives of the indigenous people of what the British

government was busily colonising as Virginia:  “In some parts,” he observed, “were

found some Chestnuts whose wild fruit equalize the best in France, Spaine, Germany,

or Italy, to their tast[e]s that had tasted them all.”  The mildly patronising tone does not

obscure the sense of recognition: theirs are a lot like ours.

Captain Smith’s European chestnut had been given its name by the Greeks,

even though the family to which it belonged had originated in Asia, as David Benzing

told us in his lecture.  The Greeks probably appropriated the word to honour the place

among them where it grew in greatest abundance—that is, on the slopes of Mount

Pelion in Thessaly at the edge of the Aegean Sea.  The place was called “Kastanea,”

which provided a convenient designation for the tree.  Latin speakers used the same

name for that genus of tree when they encountered it, and so have speakers of the

Romance languages that have developed from Latin.  Slight changes in pronunciation

regularly take place in every language over time.  During the period that we often call

the “Dark Ages,” the pronunciation of the Latin castanea shifted into the Old French

chastain.  After 1066, with the Norman conquest of England, English speakers

appropriated that French name for the tree, even though the tree itself had long grown

widely throughout the British isles and had its own Anglo-Saxon name, cest (which,

somewhat ironically, had come from that same Greek root—but by way of

developments in the Germanic languages).  Typically, however, they modified the

pronunciation to chesten.  The fruits of the tree they called chesten-nuts, and eventually

employed that same term for the tree itself.

The tree referred to by Captain Smith and his fellow explorers—its name in

botanical Latin is Castanea sativa—has long been popular across Europe for its sturdy

shapeliness and for the tastiness of its fruit.  Not only has it flourished in the wild, but it

has also been planted in formal patterns to set off constructed landscapes.  Thus, for

example, when Ben Jonson in 1611 published his famous poem in praise of
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Penshurst—the country house famous as the birthplace of Sir Philip Sidney—he

admired its “broad beech and chestnut shade.”

The tree is known in British folklore for the flavour of its roasted nuts and for their

distinctive color.  Shakespeare drew upon this lore: at least once he used “chestnut” to

describe a colour and twice he employed the nuts themselves— perhaps most notably

in the incantation of the Third Witch in MacBeth, for whom “A sailor’s wife had chestnuts

in her lap,/ And munch’d, and munch’d, and munch’d.” (Act I, scene 3, lines 101-2.) 

And in Taming of the Shrew, Petruchio uses chestnuts in service to his misogyny: “A

woman’s tongue” he avers, is not quite so strident as a “chestnut in a farmer’s fire.” (Act

I, scene 2, lines 757-59.)  Then, too, in As You Like It, Rosalind and Celia match wits

over the colour of Orlando’s hair. (See Act 3, scene 4, lines 10-12.)

(By the way, as both David Benzing and Andy Newhouse have reminded us

earlier in this series, another tree became associated and sometimes confused with the

European chestnut, because it also produced dark round nuts in a spiky capsule.  Its

fruit is inedible and it belongs to a different family, but when it came to England in the

16th century it acquired the name “horse chestnut.” It plays its own part in English

literature, as in Charlotte Bronte’s novel Jane Eyre (1847), where it symbolizes the

relationship between Jane and Mister Rochester.  Our own Ohio buckeyes themselves

are a species of horse chestnut.)

Clearly, the European chestnut tree has long been valued by inhabitants of the

British Isles.  It has made its mark on the language that we have inherited from them: 

“chestnut” is one of the basic colours that have been used to describe horses (black and

bay and roan being others); a story that has become tiresome from overuse is a

“chestnut.”  A hard knob on the inside of a horse’s foreleg is a “chestnut.”  And nothing

is more likely to awaken British nostalgia than a roasted chestnut.  Indeed, at the climax

of Dickens’s Christmas Carol, we read that  “while the chestnuts on the fire sputtered

and cracked noisily,” Bob Cratchit offered a toast: “‘A merry Christmas to us all, my

dears. God bless us!’”  To which, in reply, “'God bless us every one!’ said Tiny Tim, the

last of all.”
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(Incidentally, the chestnuts on Tiny Tim’s hearth may have been the inspiration for

Robert Wells, who in 1945 composed the lyrics to a melody composed by Mel

Tormé—“Chestnuts roasting on an open fire,/ Jack Frost nipping at your nose”—which,

thanks to Nat King Cole, became an extremely popular Christmas song.)

Despite its abundance in the English countryside and its popularity in folklore, the

chestnut does not appear frequently in English literature.  But  when it does, the allusion

is invariably significant.  Consider the work of William Wordsworth, for example. As a

poet at the dawn of the 19th century, he saw all of nature in a fresh and compelling way. 

In a poem entitled “The Tables Turned,” after summoning his reader to

“Come forth into the light of things,

Let nature be your teacher,”

he wrote that

“One impulse from a vernal wood

May teach you more of man,

Of moral evil and of good,

Than all the sages can…”

And consistent with that assertion, chestnut trees do appear in his poetry.  To be sure,

for Wordsworth, their function is rather to serve as a generic tree than to behave

distinctively.  Here let me invoke the rather obscure term in the title of this session,

synecdoche.  Essentially, that means using a part of something to stand for the whole,

as when we speak of “all hands on deck,” or use the word “kleenex” to designate any

kind of facial tissue, or refer to automobiles as “wheels.”  It can be a very useful

rhetorical device. Thus, for Wordsworth, every tree in the forest may have throbbed with

impulses; but it conveyed greater intimacy to call them by their names.

A good example occurs in his great biographical poem known as The Prelude. 

There, he invokes the memory of his first trek through the Alps. He recalls arriving at

Lake Como in Switzerland by saluting it in welcoming terms for

“…thy chestnut woods, and garden plots

Of Indian corn tended by dark-eyed maids;

Thy lofty steeps, and pathways roofed with vines.” (Book VI.)
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Again, in the Preface to his Poems Chiefly of Early and Late Years, he recalls the

sound of a bird’s song during a spring storm:

“…In desultory walk through orchard grounds,

Or some deep chestnut grove, oft have I paused

The while a Thrush, urged rather than restrained

By gusts of vernal storm, attuned his song

To his own genial instincts…”

These lovely images are intended to convey Wordsworth’s profound conviction that all

nature serves to teach us what we are—and what ought to matter to us.

Let me also mention two other British poets who have drawn vividly on the

chestnut tree’s pedagogical usefulness.  In one of his late poems, A. E. Housman

adopted the voice of a twenty-three year old fellow who complains to his companion

about the stormy weather that has driven them into a pub.  To his exaggerated disgust,

the storm has put a premature end to the seasonal delight of spring-time:

“The chestnut casts his flambeaux, and the flowers

 Stream from the hawthorn on the wind away…

There’s one spoilt spring to scant our mortal lot,

One season ruined of our little store…”

In this case, the chestnut has a very specific purpose as an indicator.  What the young

man means by his theatrical flourish is that chestnuts have begun to bloom: long yellow

flowers of the trees have begun to display themselves like torches or candles—the

flambeau is an ostentatiously French word—which signals the beginning of summer and

the end of spring.  It is a characteristically terse and sardonic portrayal by Housman of

youthful discontent with the subtle beauty of nature’s transience.  What the chestnut has

taught this discontented young man is rather grandly that

“The troubles of our proud and angry dust

 Are from eternity, and shall not fail.”

In the face of that grim lesson, he musters a kind of stoicism—

“Bear them we can, and if we can we must—“
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But he promptly returns to the simple convenience that has brought the two of them into

the pub:

 “Shoulder the sky, my lad, and drink your ale.” (See Last Poems, 1922.)

One of the best known and most highly regarded literary treatments of the

chestnut occurs in William Butler Yeats’s great 20th century poem, “Among School

Children.”  It is a complex meditation on generational differences and on the tension

between the real and the ideal, between things palpable and things imagined, between

change and permanence.  The poem deserves a great deal more attention than I can

give it here, but I do want to remind us all of the grand question posed in its final stanza.

Speaking directly to an imagined  tree, the poet cryptically asks,

“O chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?”

By that question about the essence of a thing, we are led to infer that what makes the

tree—and what makes us all—is the coherence of every constituent part.

The American chestnut, in its own right, has commanded the attention of

American writers.  From the outset, they have recognized the distinctiveness of our

domestic species, known as Castanea dentata, and have made use of its appeal.  In the

13th chapter of Walden, Henry David Thoreau remembered gathering a half-bushel of

October nuts from the “boundless chestnut woods of Lincoln,” and in an essay on

“Country Life,” Ralph Waldo Emerson celebrated a “steady shower of gold” in that same

month, coming from “the chestnuts, maples, and hickories.”  Emerson went on to say

that in October “all the trees are wind harps, filling the air with music; and all men

become poets.”

In 1876, Emily Dickinson wrote a charming poem that is full of wonder at the

sheer inexplicable glory of the tree:

“How fits his Umber Coat

The Tailor of the Nut?

Combined without a seam

Like Raiment of a Dream—
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Who spun the Auburn Cloth?

Computed how the girth?

The Chestnut aged grows

In those primeval Clothes—

We know that we are wise—

Accomplished in Surprise—

Yet by this Countryman—

This nature—how undone!”

As you no doubt know, Dickinson was an extraordinarily economical poet: she

did not waste words.  Here she uses compressed three-beat lines that she fashions into

a cascade of couplets.  She also had a gift for deploying imagery that was both

disconcerting and revealing.  The “umber coat” and “auburn cloth” worn by the chestnut

tree in this poem exemplify those characteristics.  “Umber” is rooted in the Latin word for

“shadow,” but has been used by artists to designate an earth-tinted pigment.  As a color

descriptor, “auburn” is virtually interchangeable with “chestnut.”  Clothing is, of course, a

human artifact.  It deliberately conceals what it covers.  These images of artifice furnish

a contrast with the natural distinctiveness of the tree—by means of which our human

cleverness is “undone.”  In effect, Dickinson artfully uses the chestnut tree to champion

nature over art even though she cleverly anthropomorphises the tree itself into a

“countryman”!

At about the same time, the Southern poet Sidney Lanier published a poem

entitled “Under the Cedarcroft Chestnut Tree.”  Cedarcroft was the name of an

extensive estate in Pennsylvania owned by his friend and fellow-poet Bayard Taylor. 

The poem begins with a gushing salute to the tree:

“Trim set in ancient sward, his manful bole

Upbore his frontage largely toward the sky.

We could not dream but that he had a soul:

What virtue breathed from out his bravery!”

I will not subject you to the entire poem—you may find and read it for yourself, if
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you wish.  Suffice it to say that Lanier goes on to make that chestnut tree into a symbol. 

Because it maintains its stately demeanour despite the prickly burrs that it has to bear, it

becomes for the poet a symbol of masculine forbearance. Lanier had served in the

Confederate army during the Civil War.  With this symbolism, I believe that in effect he

is using the tree to exalt the ideal of gallantry in the face of difficulty.  The need for such

consolation was often articulated by supporters of the defeated Confederacy.

A quarter of a century later, the decimating blight struck the American chestnut,

and that led another New England poet to a very different perspective.  In a poem

(published in 1936) that he entitled “Evil Tendencies Cancel,” Robert Frost asked the

question:

“Will the blight end the chestnut?”—and then responded—

“The farmers rather guess not.

It keeps smouldering at the roots

And sending up new shoots

Till another parasite

Shall come to end the blight.”

(I was struck last week by Andy Newhouse’s description of scientific efforts to breed a

virus that might attack the fungus which has caused the blight.  “Another parasite,”

surely, in terms of Frost’s speculation.)

Frost is often celebrated—quite appropriately—for rooting his poetry in the

natural world.  Yet there is a darkness which often breaks through the ardor with which

he clings to nature.  In this poem, that darkness is conveyed not only by the blight but

also by the prospect of another evil—“another parasite”—that he imagines as revenge

for the blight.  If the farmers hope that the trees might be restored, the imagined

parasite may be the agent of restoration or the ending of the “smouldering at the roots”

(itself an ominous verb) and the “sending up” of the “new shoots.”  The blight has ended

the use of the chestnut as a synecdoche.  The tree’s mortality has made it a

symbol—here, for Frost, representing the forceful presence of destructiveness in the

natural world.
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In another poem from about the same time, Frost described an “Old Barn at the

Bottom of the Fogs,” in which poles are used to prop the barn doors open or closed. 

For Frost, those poles are 

“…specimens

In chestnut now become a precious wood

As relic of a vanished race of trees…”

That word “relic” (with its religious overtones) extends the symbolic role of the chestnut. 

And the phrase within which it is embedded is eloquent in its depiction of finality: “a

vanished race of trees.”

Just as chestnut trees have figured in our literary past, they have been employed

within the visual arts.  They can be found, for example, in landscape paintings. 

Landscape as a focus of western painting is relatively modern.  It developed

significantly during the 18th and early 19th centuries.  In 1837, the French painter

Theodore Rousseau produced a painting of an “Avenue of Chestnut Trees,” which

hangs today in the Louvre. It contains two rows of massive chestnuts that have been

planted in a formal array to form an impressive perspective of order fabricated out of

disordered wilderness. 

Landscape painting underwent a further (though at the time somewhat

controversial) development later in the 19th century at the hands of those artists that

became known as “impressionists.” They sought especially in their work to capture the

transient effect of the play of light on natural objects.  And the European chestnut was

not an infrequent subject of that endeavor.  In 1865, Alfred Sisley, for example,

exhibited a row of chestnuts in a painting entitled “Allee de chataigners a La-celle Saint

Cloud”.  Sisley’s dappled line of planted greenery sweeps across his canvas in contrast

to the umber earth and glistening rocks in the foreground.  A little later, in 1873, Claude

Pissarro painted a very different “Chestnut Trees at Osny.”  There, his five majestic

chestnut trees frame a warm, verdant vista of cultivated land.  

The post-impressionist painters who followed as the century drew to a close were

equally interested in the interaction between light and the trees: Paul Cezanne painted

https://www.wikiart.org/en/theodore-rousseau/the-avenue-of-chestnut-trees-1837
https://www.1st-art-gallery.com/fr/Alfred-Sisley/Avenue-Of-Chestnut-Trees-At-La-Celle-Saint-Cloud-C.1866-67.html
https://www.1st-art-gallery.com/fr/Alfred-Sisley/Avenue-Of-Chestnut-Trees-At-La-Celle-Saint-Cloud-C.1866-67.html
https://www.wikiart.org/en/camille-pissarro/chestnut-trees-at-osny-1873
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“Chestnut Trees at a Farm in Jas de Bouffan” (the site was his family farm) in 1886. 

The graceful swirl of the chestnuts is set off strikingly against the blocky lines of the

buildings.  Then in 1889 Van Gogh portrayed an “Avenue with Flowering Chestnut

Trees” in Arles.  Van Gogh’s work surely looks back at that earlier (and rather more

somber and realistic) painting by Rousseau.  His trees also form a composed

border—but the passage that they define is stippled with golden light from the sun that

they obscure.

The American Chestnut has also enjoyed the attention of visual artists.  In 1878,

Winslow Homer portrayed a chestnut tree in watercolour and pencil.  It seems to me

quite distinct from the work of those French impressionists who were his

contemporaries.  His subject here is a lone but towering chestnut tree—even though, as

David Benzing explained to us, the American Chestnut was most commonly

encountered naturally in forested aggregations.  This tree, however, presides over a

singularly lonely and rural American autumn landscape.  The three bent human figures

beneath its overarching limbs appear to be gathering nuts, even though we may wonder

how the lone tree got itself pollinated.  If Longfellow’s spreading chestnut evoked a

country of genial warmth, this one seems to me to suggest a different country: it stands

by the side of a road in a setting that is barren of vitality.

By way of contrast, we may consider an oil painting that depicts a flourishing

rural economy.  Entitled “Chestnut Trees in Bloom,” its date is indefinite—though it

probably was painted around the time of Homer’s Chestnut Tree. The artist was a gifted

polymath named William Henry Holmes.  He was not only a prolific life-long illustrator

and painter but also worked as an anthropologist, as a geologist, and finally as Director

of the National Gallery of Art. (He was also an Ohioan.)  His blooms are profuse though

indistinct.  But they certainly reinforce the idyllic character of the gentle valley in which

they are situated.  It is tempting to imagine this painted scene as an image of rural Ohio,

but there appears to be no secure evidence about its locale.  (The painting now hangs

in the Smithsonian Gallery of American Art.)

https://risdmuseum.org/art-design/collection/chestnut-trees-and-farm-jas-de-bouffan-33053
https://www.vincentvangogh.org/avenue-with-flowering-chestnut-trees.jsp
https://www.vincentvangogh.org/avenue-with-flowering-chestnut-trees.jsp
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Winslow_Homer_-_The_Chestnut_tree_(1878).jpg
https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/chestnut-trees-bloom-10647
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At least half a century later, in 1933, the very popular American realist Andrew

Wyeth completed an oil painting entitled either “Chestnut Tree” or “Kuerner Farm.”  At

the time, he was only about 16 years of age, and a student of his father, N.C. Wyeth. 

The contrast with the painting by Holmes could hardly be more striking.  Though set like

his in verdant rolling country, its lone barren tree demands the viewer’s attention, like

Frost’s “relic,” and testifies to the blight that had ravaged the eastern United States in

the early 20th century.

Returning to what is for me the more comfortable territory of literature, I should

like to conclude with some observations about two imposing novels.

A chestnut tree figures significantly in Gabriel García Márquez’s powerful Latin

American novel, published in 1967 and translated as One Hundred Years of Solitude. 

Despite its name, however, García Márquez’s tree does not belong to the castanea

family.  Like our own Horse Chestnut, it is a kind of pretender.  Its botanical name is

Pachira aquatica, and it grows in swampy areas of Central and South America.  It has

earned the popular name “chestnut” because of its appearance and its production of

edible nuts.  It also blooms year around with fragrant white flowers that are tipped with a

reddish tinge.

The novel is set in the author’s native Colombia.  The chestnut tree first appears

in it when the narrator describes the house in Macondo that was built and is lived in by

José Arcadio Buendía and his wife Ursula: “It had a small, well-lighted living room, a

dining room in the shape of a terrace with gaily colored flowers, two bedrooms, a

courtyard with a gigantic chestnut tree, a well-kept garden, and a corral…” .  Eventually,

José Arcadio Buendía goes mad and is shackled to the chestnut tree to prevent him

from inflicting harm on the house and his family.  Years later, his son Colonel Aureliano

Buendía exiles himself to that same house, where he regularly goes out to urinate under

the chestnut tree.  One morning in an otherwise unspecified October, his family finds

him dead beneath that tree.  The novel is a powerful portrayal of achievement and loss

by a family and a nation across a century.  The chestnut tree serves as a foil to that

turbulent human experience: it serves as a symbol of sheer persistence and durability in

the natural world.

https://collections.brandywine.org/objects/20840/chestnut-tree;jsessionid=0F9CC24DB7D8A30594EDDB7573091365?ctx=c6a35945-14b4-48e8-b015-32555f3a9c3b&idx=60
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Seven years ago, the contemporary American writer Richard Powers published a

novel entitled The Overstory.  It won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction.  And this is its first

sentence: “Now is the time of chestnuts.”

Those are American chestnuts. The time turns out to be the season of autumn in

a year around 1850.  People from Maine to Georgia are gathering the fruit that has

fallen from those trees.  One of them is a Norwegian immigrant in Brooklyn.  Soon

afterward, he marries and then makes his way to Iowa with six of those nuts in his

pocket.  He plants them there, and one of the six survives long into the next century. 

Like One Hundred Years of Solitude, Powers’s novel also unfolds over a century—and

even more.  Far removed from its native habitat, the Iowa chestnut is able to escape the

blight that has destroyed its kin.  Powers describes that devastation this way:

“The blight runs along ridge rows, killing off peak after peak…Loggers race through a

dozen states to cut down whatever the fungus hasn’t reached.  The nascent Forest

Service encourages them, Use the wood, at least, before it’s ruined.  And in that

salvage mission, men kill any tree that might contain the secret of resistance….By

1940,…four billion trees vanish into myth.”  

By the end of the twentieth century, that splendid lone sentinel chestnut tree in

Iowa will itself have been killed by the fungus.  But there is also a young chestnut tree

growing back in Brooklyn, struggling to find that “secret of resistance.”

At the heart of The Overstory is a concern with the relationship between trees

and human beings. Its focus is a battle waged against the promiscuous logging of the

redwood forest. The nine or ten characters who figure most prominently in the novel are

all part of that fascinating web, and like the trees all of them confront debilitating

personal trauma.  Within that turbulence, the chestnut tree stands out as a symbol—a

symbol of plenitude, of loss, of struggle for recovery.  Near the end of the novel one of

the activists has this prophetic insight:

“The fires will come, despite all efforts, the blight and windthrow and floods.  Then the

Earth will become another thing, and people will learn it all over again.”  
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Cold comfort, perhaps.  But the fatal disease that has transformed the Chestnut

from a synecdoche to a symbol in the works of writers and visual artists has also

stimulated the quest for restoration in which our Kendal at Oberlin John Bartram

Arboretum and its hard working committee are so vigorously engaged.  They richly merit

our thanks and praise!

Robert Longsworth
15 April 2025

Robert Longsworth received his Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1965. He is an
Emeritus Professor of English at Oberlin College where he also served as Dean of the
Faculty.
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