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a) Neither Plant nor Animal 

 

Fungi are more closely related to animals than to plants. DNA sequencing has shown that 

the distance between plants and fungi is greater than that between fungi and animals. One 

morphological feature sometimes cited as evidence for this evolutionary relationship is the 

flagella of fungi in the phylum Chytridiomycota, a microscopic tail that makes them move 

through water like zooplankton or mammalian sperm. Chytrids are some of the oldest fungi: 

they evolved well before the familiar mushrooms of the Basidiomycota. So the theory is that 

these fungi share a common ancestor with very early, tiny, microscopic animals rather than with 

plants. Such arguments can be surprising, but this proximity to the animals has become the 

established opinion of “phylogeneticists” who study degrees of kinship in the tree of life. And 

the argument becomes less surprising when you consider some of the most general features of 

fungi. Fungi are more than mushrooms: mushrooms, admittedly beautiful, dangerous, and 

delicious, are fruits on the tree of an underground body made of threads. Lacking roots, they 

move by growing through substrates like soil and wood. These threads, or hyphae, weave 

together to form a reticular body called a mycelium. Fungi are also, like animals, heterotrophs: 

they eat other creatures rather than making their own food from sunlight. They are very good 

at digesting and decomposing. Instead of putting what they eat inside themselves, they live 

inside what they eat. It’s as if a whole taxonomic kingdom withdrew to conceal itself within its 

edible environment, sending forth only colorful protrusions to launch spores that find new 

substrates to digest.1 

 
1 Merlin Sheldrake’s recent book is an expert’s accessible introduction to the biology of fungi, but also a discussion 
of many of the kingdom’s philosophical implications. See Entangled Life: How Fungi Make Our Worlds, Change Our 
Minds, and Shape Our Futures (New York: Random House, 2020).  
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If fungi are closer, phylogenetically speaking, to animals than to plants, this does not 

make them animals. Rather they are neither animal nor plant, which means that fungi have been 

unstable in ontologies of life. They have never had a place in what has been a persistent division 

of nature, at least in Europe and its empires: the distinction among animals, plants, minerals, 

and humans. And while I can’t make the case in detail, this does seem to have been Aristotle’s 

way of dividing up the natural world. The broad influence of his ontology led to the familiar 

sound of the list animal, vegetable, mineral. His On the Soul famously described the nutritive or 

trophic souls of plants, the mobile souls of animals, and the rational souls found in humans 

alone—which raises the question of what the fungal soul would be like if it were a fourth 

animating principle in that famous text. For sure, Aristotle is only the common “conceptual 

persona” for this ontology that makes vegetable and animal the two most general categories of 

nonhuman life—not its single origin. Much can be said about the many exceptions at work in 

“the West,” in “Eastern” traditions, and in indigenous cosmologies. But there can be little doubt 

that animal/vegetable/mineral is hard-wired into Western metaphysics.   

What interests me here is neither the exceptions nor the exact historical origin of 

animal/vegetable/mineral but the incredible frequency with which this taxonomy appears in 

what William James would call the quotidian philosophy of people and institutions, wherein 

“almost everyone has his own peculiar sense of a certain total character of the universe.”2 Think 

of the fact that anyone can use the abstract category plant or animal, but that “fungi” remains 

an uncertain, leaky container for better known things like mold and mushrooms. Indeed, the 

ability to use “fungi” as a category bespeaks a degree of specialized knowledge. Or think of the 

term flora and fauna, widely used; or the division of biology departments into botany and 

zoology; or the fact that everyone knows what these designations of scientific fields mean, the 

study of plants and the study of animals, but far fewer know that the study of fungi is mycology. 

There are zoos and botanical gardens in every major city, but no—mycaria? 

Amateur and pro mycologists alike will say that fungi have been ignored and 

underestimated. As biologist Merlin Sheldrake puts it, “fungi have received a tiny fraction of the 

 
2 William James, Pragmatism; and four essays from The Meaning of Truth (New York: Meridian, 1968), 36. 
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attention given to animals and plants.”3 This also seems true when you look across the literature 

of posthumanism and the environmental humanities. When broad categories of life are at stake 

in that literature, it usually divides (with a few very interesting exceptions) between animals and 

plants, animal studies and plant studies.  

Why this lack of attention? Perhaps it’s because humans didn’t know that fungi were 

separate life forms for such a long stretch of historical time. We needed biological modernity 

and new evolutionary, DNA-driven taxonomies to understand “what they really are.” But unlike 

bacteria, viruses, archaea, and many other small beings that had to await microscopy to breach 

the threshold of the human perceptual mesocosm, to arrive in anyone’s sensory world—unlike 

microscopic life, fungi were already there. That is, a great many fungi are macroscopic. They are 

visible to our senses as fruiting bodies, threads, and woven mats that run through the soil. They 

are present in our food and recorded in literature of every period.  

Yet fungi have so often played the role of “improper life,” a kind of residuum or excretion 

or mutant imperfect thing.4 I find examples in G.C. Ainsworth’s Introduction to the History of 

Mycology, published in 1976 and now out of print. Scholars have published hundreds of books 

on the historical and philosophical folds of botany and zoology, but almost none on mycology. 

Ainsworth notes that during the Renaissance, amid the foundation of what would become the 

systematic natural history of the European Enlightenment, many authors considered fungi 

almost non-living: either failed plants or a kind of accumulation of moisture, more like foam than 

a separate life form. The German herbalist Hieronymous Tragus wrote in 1552 that “fungi and 

truffles are neither herbs, nor roots, nor flowers, nor seeds, but merely the superfluous moisture 

of earth, of trees, or rotten wood, and of other rotting things.”5 He goes on to explain that this 

is why the fungi are most abundant after rain.  

 

 

 
3 Sheldrake, Entangled Life, 10.  
4 I adapt this term from Timothy C. Campbell, Improper Life: Technology and Biopolitics from Heidegger to Agamben 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011).  
5 Cited in G.C. Ainsworth, Introduction to the History of Mycology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 
13. 
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Another example comes from Andrea Cesalpino in De Plantis Libri, which argues that, of 

the plants, fungi  

 

are the most imperfect, and spring from decaying substances. And they therefore only 
have to feed themselves and grow, and are unable to produce their like; they are a sort 
of intermediate existence between plants and inanimate nature. In this respect fungi 
resemble Zoophytes which are intermediate between plants and animals, and of the 
same nature are the Lemnae, Lichens, and many plants which grow in the sea.6 
 

In both Tragus and Cesalpino, fungi are lesser versions of something else. This is one 

reason why fungi have been understood under the sign of a double negative: neither plant nor 

animal; or perhaps both plant and animal but less than either, an indistinct and degenerate form 

of life. Certainly the association with decay, rot, and death adds to the negative ontology of 

fungi—their frequent categorization and conceptualization as beings shot through with non-

being. Fungi are considered almost dead through metonymic association with the dead things 

they eat, their status as necrotrophs or decomposers, but also as parasites and poisons. In the 

case of Tragus, they are inorganic, a superfluity or imbalance of moisture according to the 

ontology of the four elements, a by-product or excess produced by a plant’s normal functions; 

in the case of Cesalpino, they are unable to reproduce, which in the 16th century means not 

evolutionary extinction but a kind of asexual loss of lineage. Fungi would be morphing and 

formless matter, without a genealogy capable of reproducing “their like.”7  

Such Early Modern examples are not the only reason for modernity’s fungal neither/nor. 

They don’t fully explain why someone once told me that lichens are ‘dead spots on the rock.’ 

But they do show that the ontological instability of fungi is nothing new.  

 

 
6 Cited in G.C. Ainsworth, Introduction to the History of Mycology, 13. 
 
7 We should not hold Cesalpino to the standards of the present and assume that he never noticed that the same 
kinds of mushrooms appear every year. It seems more likely that what he saw was different because not given form 
by aesthetic judgements of ideal plant and animal life. It’s as though he saw less difference and less repetition—a 
lack of pattern, or a pattern closer to the inorganic, like the family resemblance between rocks of a similar color 
and texture.  
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b) “Kingdom” and Ontology  

 

they’ll be separated froM the rest of creation  
and pUt in a kingdom  
by themSelves.  
all of tHis is an attempt  
to stRaighten  
Out  
Our understanding of these plants, which perhaps  
are not plants at all. so far they’ve 
Managed to remain  
juSt as mysterious as they ever were.  
                                                  —John Cage, “Mushroom” 

 

As Lynn Margulis notes in Five Kingdoms, fungi did not become a kingdom in their own 

right until 1969, when R.H. Whittaker proposed to make them one.8 Five is no longer the “right” 

number of kingdoms, and if you search for biology’s latest accepted number you will not find 

clear and easy answers. Carolus Linnaeus wrote more or less in keeping with ancient tradition 

when he proposed his new system of classification in Systema Naturae (1735), dividing nature 

into animal, vegetable, and mineral. In Linnaeus’s still-current taxonomic schema of Kingdom, 

Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, and Species, fungi figured as members of the plant 

kingdom. As Ainsworth also argues, “from the time of the herbalists, fungi, even if confused with 

corals and other organisms, have been associated with plants.”9 It was in this form that modern 

natural history carried forward the premodern idea that fungi are lesser versions of something 

else.  

Systematics existed for almost two and a half centuries before fungi emerged as an 

autonomous form of life. Parasite, secretion, neither plant nor animal, negative ontology, 

incomplete plant, or the primitive ancestor of plants—as plants, fungi could never compete with 

the world of flourishing leaves and colorful flowers. For those who gazed through the lens of 

plant/animal metaphysics, they seemed pale and sickly by comparison. 

 
8 R.H. Whittaker, “New Concepts of Kingdoms of Organisms,” Science 163.3863 (1969): 150-160. 
9 G.C. Ainsworth, Introduction to the History of Mycology, 31. 
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In systematics and now molecular phylogenetics, “having” your own kingdom means 

autonomous difference in the realm of life. Such difference earns the connotations of Linnaeus’s 

monarchic metaphor.10 In the contemporary system of Carl Woese, the only category more 

general than the kingdom is the “domain,” and a product of late-twentieth century molecular 

biology. Other terms have been superkingdom, realm, and empire. Domain is another term for 

sovereign territory, but this time one that refers to the microscopic scale. The three domains are 

Archaea, Bacteria, and Eukarya, each of which is distinguished by features of the cell. So kingdom 

and domain are the most abstract or general categories, the only more encompassing distinction 

being life/non-life or perhaps the difference between cellular life and the para-life of viruses.  

In any case, with fungal ontology we are thinking in the space of these abstract 

distinctions. If viruses famously deconstruct the metaphysical polarity between life and non-

life—between dead random matter and life as organic unity or vital spirit—then fungi do the 

same for the thin bright line between plants and animals. But the point of this deconstruction is 

not to dissolve all categories into indistinction, flux, or plasticity. The point is to show that the 

plant/animal binary, as a persistent ontology of life, cracks open to yield a multiplicity, which is 

not to say an open-ended or unlimited diversity of categories. This onto-historical process also 

shows the contrast between the study of species richness and biodiversity and the ontological 

significance of kingdom-level taxonomy that I’m trying to clarify.11 In the case of kingdom-level 

taxonomy, deconstruction makes space in ontology and ecological thought for the “other 

kingdoms,” whether there are five (as Margulis argued) or some other number.  

 
10 If sovereignty is bound up with theology through the sovereign’s divine mandate, and political theology is the 
survival of such ideas in ostensibly secular systems, then fungi’s path from improper life (which is, for Timothy 
Campbell, a biopolitical category par excellence) to kingdom per the Linnaean system suggests that there is a kind 
of biopolitical theology at work in modern classification schemes. This is a topic for future thought. 
11 This difference between questions of biodiversity that privilege difference at the ecosystem, species, sub-species, 
and genetic levels and questions of taxonomic kingdom can be tracked in the science studies literature. For example, 
Ursula Heise, James Maclaurin, and Kim Sterelny address concepts and narratives of biodiversity and extinction with 
rigour, but without raising discussing the significance, ontological or otherwise, of taxonomy’s most abstract 
categories. See, respectively, Imagining Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of Endangered Species (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016) and What Is Biodiversity? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). By 
contrast, when Jan Sapp takes an interest in histories of molecular taxonomy, the distinctions among kingdoms and 
domains moves to the forefront. The title of the first chapter of The New Foundations of Evolution: On the Tree of 
Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) is “Animal, Vegetable, or Mineral?”  
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For scientists who practice molecular phylogeny, to argue for a kingdom means that a 

kind of life is radically separate from the rest, distinguished by things like the presence or 

absence of photosynthesis. Fungi are the one widely-used, widespread, and macroscopic 

kingdom that went without this status for most of history. In this way they both perform the 

collapse of plant/animal binarism and stand in for it synecdochically. When you recognize that 

fungi are not plants, the givenness of animal/vegetable/mineral falls away to reveal 1+n other, 

equally differentiated and taxonomically (but not ecologically) autonomous forms of life.  

The newness of fungi’s separate status compared to the continuity of plant and animal 

life from ancient categories to modern kingdoms goes some way toward explaining why fungi 

are weird—why in representation they so often emanate an aesthetics of the horrible, queer, 

trippy, or eerie, as in Jeff VanderMeer’s “new weird” fiction. Maybe the emergence of fungi 

between the plant and animal kingdoms is a better explanation than David Arora’s famous 

(among mycologists, that is) term fungophobia, which gives a culturally-specific answer to this 

question of weirdness. Arora’s term could really be anglofungophobia. Writing from California, 

he refers to a “fungophobic (mushroom-loathing) society such as ours,” in which “it takes a 

certain boldness and curiosity to seek mushrooms.”12 He goes on to say that eccentric, bold, and 

curious fungophiles have shaped the form of his book, the mushroom field guide All That the 

Rain Promises and More… (1991). The book’s photographs document the weird antics of 

foragers, starting with the cover image of a trombonist in a tuxedo, leering at the camera from 

beneath an oak tree as he cradles his instrument in one hand and a pile of chanterelles in the 

other. The weirdness or eccentricity enlaced with amateur mycology might well be a symptom 

of widespread fear of fungi in the Anglo-imperial world. Arora could be right that other cultures 

are more inclined to love the fungi, and there may be a way to explain fungal weirdness in terms 

of cultural relativism and imperial history. It would then be a mistake to think my ontological and 

scientific account of kingdoms applies universally. 

 

 
12 David Arora, All that the Rain Promises and More (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1991), 3. 
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No doubt the status of fungi as neither plant nor animal is historically contingent, which 

calls the meaning of “ontology” into question. There might be a history of being, and being might 

always be constituted as human being in the world and thus as the relation between your 

“peculiar sense of a certain total character of the universe” and the real trajectories of evolving 

cells and multicells that precede all nature philosophy by millions and millions of years. Put 

differently, one of the most interesting questions about fungi is when they “came to exist” in 

human historical time: what kind of relationship holds sway between their evolutionary and 

discursive existences? What kind of coupling, assuming not all such bio-discursive couples are 

the same, characterizes the emergence of the fungal kingdom as a separate kind in scientific 

discourse? 

Natural history has been thoroughly framed by colonial practices in ways that scientists 

are still quick to ignore, or quarantine in the humanities as a matter how we contextualize 

science rather than science tout court. Scientists themselves need to participate in decolonizing 

science if this critical practice is to live up to its name. Yet whatever their status as historical 

categories, the kingdoms of life matter because of their colonial scientific history, not in spite of 

it. Colonialism and science have been among the most important historical forces leading us to 

where we are. Even if they do exhaustively explain current kingdom-level classification schemes, 

it will still be necessary to understand where fungi “fit” and why it is so easy to speak of plants 

and animals without seeing fungi as a similarly autonomous, “sovereign” group. Such an 

exclusion may connect to many others. Those of us who work on multispecies biopolitics and 

ecotheory are only beginning to understand which ones, how, and why. 

Ontologies are historically produced. But my experience with the evidence for scientific 

taxonomy makes me doubt that these categories of life are entirely arbitrary or pluralizable. I do 

think there has been progress toward understanding the evolutionary relationships among 

plants, animals, fungi, and other forms of life. I would not be able to abandon the classificatory 

schemes as entirely human impositions or colonial constructs, which does not deny their 

complicity with systemic violence. The process whereby fungi went from a negative ontology to 

what I can only describe as the “weird kingdom” was historical: a third kingdom interposed itself 

between the two that had been givens for so long. The Kingdom Fungi need to be understood in 



12
/3

/2
02

0 

 
 

9 

historical time, against the background of colonial prejudices and the work of scientists to 

integrate molecular methods with the broken tools passed down to them by Enlightenment 

natural history. But this process relies on evidence that the kingdom does have some unity as a 

biological kind and an evolutionary trajectory. This nexus of concerns is at once about 

phylogenetic data, the history of science, and the wider the history of colonialism that works to 

universalize European categories. We will ultimately need the whole nexus to understand fungal 

“ontology” and explain why fungi are aliens among more familiar forms of life.  

I’ve emphasized fungal “ontology” because this is the philosophical approach best suited 

to kingdom-level abstraction. The role of “kingdoms” and pre-Linnaean categories like 

animal/vegetable/mineral should, I think, be central to ontology in the sense of the world’s basic 

categories. But there is still much more to stay about the relations between taxonomic 

kingdoms, ontology, and aesthetic categories like the weird, not to mention the metaphorical 

sovereignty that lends the basic categories of life their sense of autonomy.  

 

 

c) Fungi and Ecotheory 

 

What is the ontological and cultural significance of “kingdom-level” abstractions? Why 

does it matter to talk about the place or non-place of fungi in the most basic categories of life? 

My tentative answers to these questions are related to the reason why I’ve avoided thinking 

fungi through the language of hybridity, symbiosis, entanglement, assemblage, or relation in 

these notes on the fungal kingdom.  

There is of course a way to talk about fungi in that language, which is more familiar to 

the environmental humanities than the language of kingdom and ontology. These relational 

idioms are important ways of talking about fungi and other forms of life. As both Anna Tsing and 

Merlin Sheldrake’s recent books suggest, there is no way to avoid discussions of symbiosis in 

particular when it comes to mycorrhizal associations between fungi and plant roots, or the 

prodigious ability of fungi to become algal greenhouses and algae to become algae fungal solar 

panels when they co-evolve in the lichen relationship. Tsing, for example, defines assemblages 
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as “open-ended gatherings” and sees this concept as essential to her discussion of mushrroms. 

In the same paragraph, she argues against undue emphasis on taxonomy when she writes 

“species identities are a place to begin, but they are not enough: ways of being are emergent 

effects of encounters.”13 For Sheldrake, a biologist who cites Deleuze and could well have evoked 

Latour, such concepts of relational being and distributed agency are new and intriguing ways to 

describe fungal networks or mycelia. In one paragraph, Sheldrake works through the idea that 

mycelia are “swarms,” “networks,” and “multitudes.”14 Sheldrake comes close to arguing that 

mycelium is the true rhizome in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense of rootless and horizontal 

relationality—they they should have looked further in their search for a biological model. When 

we think of the recent metaphor of mycelium as a “wood-wide web” that helps trees 

communicate, a network without a center modeled on the internet, the overlap between 

mycology and media culminates in something all too clear.15 It is not surprising that our moment 

of digital acceleration would find an information network running through the soil.  

It’s hard not to be ambivalent about these trends: divided between excitement at seeing 

scientists move away from reductionism and knowledge of how exhausted such concepts have 

become in the (environmental) humanities, where the critiques have been apparent for some 

years. In this context, the “ontological” significance of kingdoms has much to do with a desire to 

hold on to the specificity of a kind, fungi in the abstract, over against this way of thinking that 

seems likely to dissolve the evolutionary autonomy of fungi into the language of networks and 

assemblages. As fascinating as their role in plant communication and nutrition truly is, this 

language threatens to make fungi mediators that serve the plants, or (like the Deleuzean 

rhizome) simply a figure of ecosocial relationality in general. Such models make it too easy to do 

ecotheory in a mode that dismisses classification and passes over learning any but the most 

common names for nonhuman life.  

 
13 Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2015), 23.  
14 Merlin Sheldrake, Entangled Life, 47.  
15 Sheldrake’s source for this language is the work of forest ecologist Suzanne Simard, and the metaphor has been 
widely reported in science journalism. See for example Simard, S. “Mycorhizal Networks Facilitate Tree 
Communication, Learning, and Memory.” Memory and Learning in Plants. Ed. F. Baluska, M. Gagliano, and G. 
Witzany. (New York: Springer, 2018), 191-213.  
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Like symbiosis, such models stand in opposition to the classificatory systems of post-

Linnaean natural history and evolutionary taxonomy, which are ultimately vertical and tree-like 

genealogies. Molecular data suggest that there are indeed divergent, branching evolutionary 

trajectories that have a conservative dimension. I want to conceptualize the importance of this 

trajectory not in opposition to symbiosis in the sense of Margulis and Donna Haraway, but in 

light of it, and, conversely, not in light of the ethnic and familial sense of political conservatism 

that adheres to heredity, but in opposition to it. That is, trees and fungi in symbiosis maintain a 

certain separation from each other that we need to be able to theorize in terms other than those 

haunted by the enclosed self of liberal individualism, the selfish gene, filial reproduction of the 

same, and so on. The onto-historical process whereby fungi emerge as a third kingdom is a good 

example because it depends on the unity of the Kingdom Fungi as a branching hereditary path, 

and yet its weirdness seems to counter this same conservatism on grounds that stretch from its 

psychedelic reputation to its thousands of “sexes.”  

If the phylogeneticists really have come closer to understanding filiation in the tree of 

life, there might be something to learn here on model of Shelley’s idea we can’t yet imagine 

what we know: briefly put, that the ontological difference of fungi hasn’t fully registered in the 

world of animals, plants, and the elements. This suggests that there is good reason to return to 

classification and natural history in new ways—perhaps especially with reference to the meaning 

of general taxonomic categories rather than species. Some of these new ways have already 

become the purview of artists and writers and amateurs rather than scientists, during a time 

when biology’s practices are extremely demanding in terms of lab training and statistical 

analysis.16 In many ways, biology’s object of study has shifted to microscopic scales. This means 

that it is less and less common for scientists to practice natural history in the sense of simply 

learning the names of species and learning to observe their differences. The fact that the London 

Museum of Natural History invited an installation by the artist Mark Dion to mark the 300th 

anniversary of the birth of Linnaeus is one symptom of how the meaning of natural history has 

shifted away from “science” proper. Examples like these point to ways of rethinking the figure 

 
16 Heather Houser discusses these artists’ work under the heading of “The New Natural History” in Infowhelm: 
Environmental Art and Literature in an Age of Data (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), part 2. 
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of the naturalist and their practice of naming and observation. This new naturalism would have 

to set itself apart from colonial natural history, but not to the extent of abandoning practices of 

classification. The new naturalism is compatible with ecological thought, but not reducible to it. 

 

 

d)  Le Chant du Champignon 

 

I close with an example from the work of the Czech composer Václav Hálek (1937-2014), 

who began to transcribe the songs of mushrooms in 1980. Between then and the 2000s, when 

two magazines published articles on his work, he made songs for thousands of mushrooms, all 

of them short classical compositions with the exception of his symphony Mycocosmos.17 Most 

of the songs are less than two minutes long; each carries the name of a single species. Hálek 

insists that he simply records what the fungi sing. He first heard them while he was on a foray 

with a mycologist friend, and their songs came as a surprise. He was already a moderately 

successful composer. He was devoted to music, and it captured most of his attention. He had 

never heard a mushroom sing. After decades of mycological study and composition, he claims 

to have found no musical difference between edible, choice, and poisonous species.  

Beyond a pair of articles, there is little commentary available about this composer who 

seems to take a more extreme and certainly less modernist approach to fungal aesthetics than 

John Cage, co-founder of the New York Mycological Society. But in one interview, Hálek does 

give us a sense of the quality of musical inspiration that fungi emanate. He describes the 

mushroom that inspired his symphony, even if this thirty-minute composition was not that 

mushroom’s song: “Later that day we found another mushroom. It was a houževnatec, and again 

the music began. It gave me a vision of the never ending cosmos, like you can see in the deep 

space pictures taken by the Hubble telescope. When I got back home, I realized that I wanted to 

compose a whole symphony about people, the cosmos, nature, and wild mushrooms. So I did.” 

 
17 Tomas Zilvar and Radek Brousil, “The Mushroom Whisperer,” Vice, October 27, 2011, 
https://www.vice.com/en/article/wdp5e9/Vaclav-Halek-makes-mushroom-music; “Play that fungi music,” The 
Guardian, July 30, 2004, https://www.theguardian.com/arts/fridayreview/story/0,,1271606,00.html.  
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With such mystical and cosmic visions, Hálek’s inspirations will seem to many like 

symptoms of a psychotic break, much like Judge Schreber’s insistence that birds are speaking to 

him in his famous Memoirs of My Nervous Illness—an archetypal example of paranoid 

schizophrenia. But I won’t negate Hálek’s account of the origin of his thousands of fungal songs. 

I want to risk letting readers think that I embrace his delusions of singing mushrooms at face 

value, because I’m tempted to. To do so would be to turn toward questions of disenchantment 

(etymologically, the subtraction of songs from nature) and re-enchantment (putting the songs 

back) that have often been discussed in the context of ecology and new materialisms. For this 

essay, I’m concerned less with these problems of modernity and vitality and more with examples 

of a new naturalist practice. 

What makes Hálek stand out is his systematic way of composing for fungal species and 

his desire for the fungal kingdom. The selectiveness of his psychotic project is something 

particular to naturalism, something common in its cultural archive but not necessarily in 

ecological and evolutionary theory in general. There is a way in which ecological thought can 

range across examples in order to illustrate a principle of connectedness quite foreign to Hálek’s 

obsession with fungi. But this eccentric desire is often a characteristic of amateur naturalists and 

their societies, as is the tendency to focus selectively on one group of life instead of another—

even to construct arguments about why mushrooms, for example, are more interesting than 

flowers or birds. The animating force here is closer to love for something finite and specific than 

it is to the tendency to see all forms of life as having equal value, all species as playing some role 

in the overall function of the biosphere. For future work in posthumanism and the environmental 

humanities, it could be crucial to do more with this tension between the leveling impetus of 

biocentrism and naturalism’s tendency to focus intensely on particular categories of life. It would 

be too easy to dismiss this kind of desire as a speciesism that must ultimately be antagonistic to 

conserving biodiversity. There are ecopolitical, ontological, and aesthetic lessons to be learned 

from selectiveness, new ways of cultivating attention that have less to do with “stewardship” 

and more to do with aesthetic distinction. From a historical perspective, there may also be new 
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ways to correlate processes such as the emergence of fungi as a separate kingdom with the ebb 

and flow of cultural practices in particular moments. Such correlations could be indispensable 

to today’s projects of multispecies coexistence. 


