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Abstract :  This paper examines the intricate relationship between humans and trees as portrayed in ‘The Overstory’ by Richard 

Powers and ‘Greenwood’ by Michael Christie. Through a comparative analysis, we explore how both novels employ the 

symbolism and physical presence of trees to comment on human life, legacy, and the broader ecological crises of the modern 

world. This study highlights the novels' use of narrative structure, character development, and thematic exploration to advocate 

for a deeper, more reciprocal relationship between humanity and the natural world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Forests are locations saturated with histories and rival ideologies. As John Knott (2011), has argued in his account of the different 

ways in which the forests of Michigan were imagined between the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries, ‘We give our forests 

meaning with the metaphors we choose to represent them, in other words with the changing ways in which we see them’.  

In the realm of contemporary literature, trees have emerged as potent symbols through which authors explore the intricate and  

often fraught relationship between humans and the natural environment. This is particularly evident in Richard Powers' ‘The 

Overstory’ and Michael Christie's ‘Greenwood’, two novels that weave the life cycles of trees into the fabric of human storylines, 

revealing the profound connections and the stark divides between humanity and nature. ‘The Overstory’, a sweeping, ambitious 

narrative, intertwines the lives of nine characters who are brought together by their unique connections to trees, exploring themes  

of survival, destruction, and the often overlooked intelligence of the natural world. Michael Christie's ‘Greenwood’ tells a multi-

generational saga of a family whose fortunes and downfalls are deeply tied to the forests they once owned and exploited, and to a 

planet facing ecological collapse. 

 

Trees, with their deep roots and towering presence, have long stood in literature as symbols of life, wisdom, and the passage of 

time, reflecting the human condition in their growth rings and the ecosystems they support. They represent a nexus of life that 

sustains, connects, and transcends generations, embodying the resilience and fragility o f life itself. In these novels, trees are not 

mere background scenery or symbols; they are central characters that influence human lives, reflecting Powers and Christie's deep 

ecological consciousness and their recognition of trees' essential role in the Earth's biological and cultural landscapes. 

 

The study of this paper posits that while ‘The Overstory’ and ‘Greenwood’ both employ the motif of trees to delve into the human 

impact on the environment and vice versa, they offer distinct narrative strategies and insights into how individuals and societies 

understand and interact with the natural world. Powers' novel employs a broad, interconnected canopy of stories to underscore  the 

global implications of human actions on forests and ecosystems, emphasizing a collective need for a shift in consciousness. 

Christie, on the other hand, uses the metaphor of tree rings to explore the layers of personal and familial history, suggesti ng that 

understanding and healing our relationship with nature begins with introspection and recognition of our personal histories 

intertwined with the natural world. Through their unique narrative structures and thematic explorations, both novels underscore 

the urgent need for a re-evaluation of the human-nature relationship, offering perspectives that are both a warning and a call to 

action for readers and society at large. 

 

THE SYMBOLISM OF TREES 
 

In both the novels, trees are not merely backdrop elements but pivotal symbols through which the narratives convey deeper 

themes of life, death, and renewal. These symbols serve as conduits for exploring human connectivity, legacy, and ecological 

responsibility, thus enriching the novels' thematic resonance and emotional depth.  
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In Powers' ‘The Overstory’, trees symbolize the interconnectedness of life, illustrating how individual stories and lives intertwine 

to form a larger, collective story of survival and resistance. The novel employs trees as living entities that witness and wi thstand 

the passage of time, embodying themes of resilience and renewal amidst destruction. For example, the ancient chestnut tree in the 

Hoel family plot stands as a testament to generations past, embodying the continuity of life and the resilience of nature aga inst 

human and environmental challenges. Similarly, the character Patricia Westerford's discovery that trees communicate and support 

each other in a forest network emphasizes connectivity and mutual support as essential elements of survival, both in nature a nd 

human societies. 

 

Michael Christie's ‘Greenwood’ utilizes tree imagery to weave a family's history with the fate of the forests they once owned, 

exploiting, and later strive to protect. The novel's structure mirroring the growth rings of a tree symbolizes the layering of family 

stories, secrets, and legacies over time, highlighting the idea that understanding our past is crucial for nurturing a healthier 

relationship with the environment. Through characters like Willow, who fights for environmental conservation, Christie 

emphasizes the tree as a symbol of legacy and ecological responsibility. The forests in ‘Greenwood’ are depicted as both the 

source of the family's wealth and the witness to their moral and ethical choices, underscoring the idea that our actions toda y leave 

a lasting impact on the natural world for future generations. 

 

Both novels employ tree imagery not just to underscore the biological importance of trees in sustaining life on earth but als o to 

highlight their symbolic significance in representing life cycles, from growth to decay and renewal . This imagery serves as a 

poignant reminder of the human role in the larger ecological system, urging a re-evaluation of our actions and their long-term 

effects on the planet. Through the symbolism of trees, Powers and Christie delve into themes of interconnectivity, illustrating how 

humans are not separate from but deeply entwined with the natural world. The trees in these narratives stand as symbols of hope 

and warning, urging humanity to acknowledge its ecological responsibility and work towards a more sustainable coexistence with 

nature. 

 

In sum, ‘The Overstory’ and ‘Greenwood’ leverage the rich symbolism of trees to explore profound themes of connectivity, 

legacy, and ecological responsibility, offering insightful reflections on human-nature relations. The novels assert that trees, as 

emblems of life, death, and renewal, compel us to consider our impact on the environment and the importance of preserving these 

natural entities for the well-being of current and future generations. 

 

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AND STORYTELLING 

 

The narrative structures of the novels taken intricately mirror ecological concepts, enhancing the thematic depth and storyte lling 

prowess of both novels. These structures not only reflect the complexity of natural systems but also serve as  powerful storytelling 

devices, connecting characters across generations and to the natural world in profound ways.  

 

In ‘The Overstory’, Powers constructs the narrative akin to a forest ecosystem. The novel begins with a series of individual 

stories, each centered around a different tree species and the human lives connected to them, much like separate trees in a forest. 

As the narrative progresses, these individual stories begin to intertwine and overlap, forming a dense, interconnected canopy  of 

relationships and events. This structure reflects the ecological concept of interdependence within a forest ecosystem, where every 

entity, from the smallest fungi to the tallest trees, plays a crucial role in the health and survival of the whole. The inter connected 

stories highlight the interconnectedness of human and natural histories, underscoring the impact of human actions on the 

environment and vice versa. 

 

Greenwood, on the other hand, utilizes the growth rings of a tree as a metaphor for its narrative structure. Christie layers the 

family saga in concentric circles, moving from the outermost ring, the story set in the near-future dystopia where trees have 

become rare and precious commodities; towards the core, which delves into the origins of the Greenwood family and their ties to 

the timber industry. This reverse chronology not only mirrors the way a tree's history can be read through its growth rings b ut also 

symbolizes the accumulation of human impacts on the environment over time. Through this structure, Christie connects 

characters across generations, revealing how past actions reverberate into the future and highlighting the cyclical nature of life 

and environmental degradation and renewal. 

 

The role of storytelling in both novels is pivotal in connecting characters not only to each other but also to the natural world. 

Through the stories of individual trees and the people whose lives they touch, Powers and Christie weave complex narratives that 

span generations, illustrating how deeply human lives are entwined with the natural world. The storytelling in these novels acts as 

a bridge between the human and the non-human, urging readers to recognize the importance of preserving these connections for 

future generations. It elevates trees from mere background elements to central figures in the narrative, emphasizing their vital role 

in the Earth's ecological systems and in human history and culture.  

 

By mirroring ecological concepts in their narrative structures, both novels offer profound insights into the relationships between 

humans and the natural world. These structures enhance the novels' storytelling, making the narratives not just stories about  

people and trees but also about the larger, interconnected web of life that encompasses all beings. Through their  innovative 

narrative strategies, Powers and Christie underscore the urgency of ecological stewardship and the power of storytelling in 

fostering a deeper understanding and respect for the natural world. 
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CHARACTERS' RELATIONSHIPS WITH TREES 

 

In ‘The Overstory’ and ‘Greenwood’, characters develop profound connections with trees, which reflect broader themes of 

environmental activism, redemption, and the search for meaning. These relationships are not only central to the characters' 

development but also serve as a narrative vehicle to explore the novels' ecological concerns and philosophical inquiries. 

 

In The Overstory, one of the key characters, Patricia Westerford, discovers that trees communicate with one another and form 

communities, fundamentally altering her understanding of the natural world. This discovery, though initially met with skepticism, 

eventually brings her acclaim and offers a powerful message about the complexity and sophistication of forest ecosystems. 

Patricia’s bond with trees goes beyond scientific interest; it becomes a source of personal salvation and a foundation for her 

activism. Similarly, Douglas Pavlicek’s life is saved by a banyan tree after his plane is shot down, leading him to re -evaluate his 

relationship with the natural world and dedicate his life to planting trees. These characters, among others in Powers’ narrative, 

demonstrate how personal connections with trees can lead to broader environmental consciousness and activism.  

 

Greenwood’s characters exhibit a multigenerational saga intertwined with the fate of forests. Jake Greenwood, working as a guide 

in one of the world's last remaining forests, grapples with her family’s legacy in the timber industry and its impact on the natural 

world. Her story, along with those of her ancestors, reveals a complex relationship between humans and trees; one marked by 

exploitation, guilt, and a longing for redemption. Through characters like Willow, a fervent environmental activist, Christie  

explores the theme of redemption. Willow's activism is driven by a desire to atone for her family's environmental sins, 

highlighting the novel's emphasis on the potential for personal and collective redemption through a reengaged relationship wi th 

nature. 

 

Both novels suggest that understanding and respecting the intrinsic value of trees is essential for finding meaning and purpose in 

human life. The characters’ relationships with trees are emblematic of a broader existential quest, reflecting a search for i dentity, 

belonging, and purpose in a world increasingly disconnected from nature. Through these relationships, Powers and Christie 

engage with themes of loss, hope, and the possibility of renewal, both ecological and personal. The personal connections 

characters form with trees serve as a metaphor for the interconnectedness of all life, emphasizing the idea that human well-being 

is inextricably linked to the health of the natural world. 

 

Thus, in both novels, the intricate relationships characters form with trees underscore the novels’ broader themes of ecological 

responsibility, activism, and the quest for meaning. These relationships are a powerful reminder of the profound impact that the 

natural world has on human life and the urgent need for humanity to reconsider and redefine its relationship wi th the environment. 

Through their vivid portrayal of these connections, Powers and Christie not only craft compelling narratives but also contrib ute to 

the ongoing dialogue about environmental ethics and the role of humans in the earth's ecological future.  

 

ECOLOGICAL THEMES AND MESSAGES 

 

In both The Overstory and Greenwood, ecological crises serve as the backdrop against which the stories of human lives, their 

choices, and their relationships with nature unfold. These crises, ranging from deforestation and climate change to species 

extinction, underscore the novels' exploration of human culpability in environmental degradation and the potential for change and 

redemption. Through their narrative and thematic depth, both authors issue a poignant critique of humanity's role in the ecological 

crises and simultaneously offer a vision for a more sustainable coexistence with the natural world. According to Buell 2005, The 

Environmental Imagination was a representative work of first-wave ecocriticism, although he believed then and continue to 

believe that the literature of nature do bear importance witness against “arrogance of humanism” (Ehrenfeld 1978).  

 

The Overstory presents a tapestry of human lives impacted by and impacting trees, weaving together stories that span decades to 

highlight the long-term effects of human activity on forests. The novel portrays various forms of environmental activism, from 

grassroots protests to scientific research, as responses to these crises. Powers emphasizes the interconnectedness of all life, 

suggesting that the fate of humans is inseparable from that of the natural world. The narrative suggests that recognizing the  

intrinsic value of non-human life forms is crucial for addressing ecological crises, presenting a call to action for individuals to 

rethink their relationship with nature. 

 

Similarly, Greenwood traces the impact of a family's timber empire across generations, juxtaposing the exploitation of natura l 

resources with the personal stories of those who seek to protect them. The novel's depiction of a future where trees have become 

rare and immensely valuable serves as a stark warning about the consequences of current environmental practices. Christie 

explores the idea that redemption and change are possible through a reconnection with nature and a commitment to its 

preservation. The characters' efforts to protect what remains of the forests embody a hopeful message about the potential for  

healing and renewal in the human-nature relationship. 

 

While both novels critique human culpability in ecological degradation, they also highlight humanity's capacity for change and 

adaptation. The Overstory and Greenwood call for a re-evaluation of the value ascribed to the natural world, advocating for a shift 

from exploitation to stewardship. This vision for a sustainable coexistence emphasizes the need for collective action and systemic 

change, grounded in a deep appreciation for and understanding of the natural world's complexity and beauty.  

 

In conclusion, Powers and Christie use their narratives to illuminate the urgent ecological crises facing the planet, framing these 

issues within the broader context of human choices and their consequences. Their novels serve not only as a critique of past and 

present actions but also as a hopeful look towards the possibilities for a better future. By envisioning a world where humans live 
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in harmony with nature, The Overstory and Greenwood contribute to the ongoing conversation about sustainability, ecological 

responsibility, and the role of individuals and societies in forging a more sustainable path forward. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The comparative analysis of ‘The Overstory’ by Richard Powers and ‘Greenwood’ by Michael Christie has illuminated the 

profound and intricate ways in which these novels explore the relationship between humans and the natural world, particularly 

through the emblematic presence of trees. Spencer (2022) in his study said that forests are locations saturated with histories and 

rival ideologies and both narratives, though distinct in their approach and structure, effectively utilize the symbolism of trees and 

narrative strategies to delve into themes of environmental activism, redemption, and the search for meaning amidst ecological 

crises.  

Both novels stand as significant contributions to contemporary environmental literature, showcasing the urgency and complexity 

of ecological issues while offering hopeful perspectives on human potential for change and coexistence with nature. These novels 

underscore the interconnectedness of life, highlighting how the fate of trees is inexorably linked to human destiny. By drawi ng 

attention to the ecological crises facing our planet and human culpability in these crises, Powers and Christie offer compelling 

narratives that not only entertain but also educate and inspire action.  

 

The role of narrative in these works is crucial in fostering a deeper understanding and respect for the natural world. These novels 

exemplify how storytelling can bridge the gap between scientific knowledge and emotional engagement, making the abstract and 

often overwhelming issue of ecological degradation personal and relatable. 

 

In conclusion, The Overstory and Greenwood remind us of the power of narrative to illuminate and explore complex issues, 

connecting us more deeply to the world around us. As significant works within the genre of environmental literature, they serve as 

a call to action urging us to recognize our place within the natural world and to strive for a more sustainable and harmonious 

existence with the earth's myriad forms of life. 
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