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What does contemplation mean? This word implies withdrawal from the world, from the body,
from the noise of creaturely life. Western Christian mysticism has always been read this way: the
contemplative as someone who turns away from nature toward God. With considerable
philosophical force, Simone Kotva dismantles this assumption in Ecologies of Ecstasy. In her view,
Western Christian mysticism has suppressed a tradition of “vegetal contemplation™ (3) — a practice
of attentiveness that is so radical in its receptivity, so passive in its mode of attention, that it
belongs not to the exclusive domain of human spiritual life but to the spontaneous, non-neural
intelligence of plants, rocks, and all of phusis itself. Thus, the book aims to both rethink mysticism
through the vegetal turn in contemporary philosophy and to rethink the vegetal turn through
mysticism.

In Kotva’s methodological framework, the “graft” (15) represents both medieval horticultural
practice and Derridean philosophy, but with a distinct vegetal connotation. There’s no analogy
here, just creative entwinement: mystical theology and critical plant studies make sense together,
each altering the other. Kotva’s primary philosophical interlocutor is Michael Marder, who
introduced via vegetativa — the path of vegetation — as a counterpoint to the mystical via negativa
(21). To expand the concept of “the vegetal” beyond species, Kotva draws on Luce Irigaray’s
breathwork philosophy, Emanuele Coccia’s Life of Plants, and recent plant neurobiology
(Trewavas, Chamovitz, Simard). Phusis isn’t about plants; it’s about growth, metamorphosis, and
spontaneous becoming. Kotva perceives contemplation not as an escape from the world but as a
cultivation of sustained affectability — a habit of receptivity that is as passive as sensing, as natural
as breathing, and as available to the mystic as to a lily of the field.

Using Deleuze’s “vegetable contemplation” (35) in Difference and Repetition, Marder’s plant-
thinking, and recent plant intelligence studies as a starting point, the book outlines its core claim in
chapter 1: contemplation as theoria and nature as phusis share a structural homology that’s not just
figurative, but constitutive as well (47). The most consistently rigorous section of the book is
Chapter 2, “A Natural History of Contemplation.” Starting with Plotinus’ Ennead 3.8 — where
nature herself contemplates and gives birth to the world — Kotva reads phutike noesis (“growth-

thought™) (49) not as a lower rung of Neoplatonic hierarchy, but as the anarchic ground that
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undermines it. Kotva’s Hadot section is genuinely original: against Plotinus, or the Simplicity of
Vision, Kotva shows how Plotinian asceticism is better understood as attunement to nature than
escape from it (72), rehabilitating Plotinus for ecological thinking without domesticating his
metaphysics. A subsequent treatment of Evagrius Ponticus’s phusike theoria — “contemplation of
nature” (58) — as anoetic prayer resonant with plant intelligence sometimes seems more assertive
than demonstrative. The chapter ends with Byzantine dendrite saints and Ephrem the Syrian, whose
tree-sitting and vegetal poetry enact rather than describe what Kotva calls “become vegetal” (69).
The third chapter of this book, entitled “Vegetal Mysticism,” explores the intertwining of
vegetal life and spiritual practice in medieval Christian mysticism. By reading Hildegard of
Bingen’s viriditas — “greenness” (85) — through Marder, we see the Holy Spirit as immanent
growth rather than transcendent power, thus challenging both gender norms and species hierarchy
at the same time. Following Liz Herbert McAvoy, Kotva shows that the Helfta mystics, particularly
Gertrude the Great, use grafting imagery to imagine mystical union, which is gender-queer and
ecologically disruptive (97). Reading with Amy Hollywood, Kotva frames Marguerite Porete’s
self-annihilation in The Mirror of Simple Souls not as world renunciation but as the dissolution of
abstractions — reason, will, self-interest — that impede creaturely responsiveness (104). An
interesting interlude on Bellini’s St. Francis in Ecstasy proposes that the painting depicts not a
singular human rapture, but a receptive opening shared by tree, rock, donkey, and saint (116). This
is a speculative but productive argument. In chapter 4, “Let Nature Be Aroused!” the book’s most
historically grounded material is discussed: Jeanne Guyon (1648-1717) and the Quietist
controversy. In Kotva’s view, Guyon’s Short and Easy Method of Prayer and Spiritual Torrents
are practical handbooks in support of what Bo Karen Lee calls a “low anthropology” (154) —
decentering human reason and will in favor of nutritive, spontaneous, vegetal activities. Jane de
Chantal and Francis de Sales provide the Carmelite backdrop; Michel de Certeau and Marie-
Florine Bruneau frame Guyon’s practice as tactical resistance to clerical authority (141). This
reading gets deeper in Chapter 5, “The Plant in Us,” by grafting Guyon’s method onto
contemporary plant philosophy. Coccia’s breathwork ontology, Irigaray’s spiritus as vegetal breath,
and Deleuze’s “vegetal contemplation” reach dimensions of Guyon’s prayer that mystical theology
or plant theory can’t reach alone. There’s a spiritual manual in Ecologies of Ecstasy, too: Kotva
tells of her 18 months practicing Guyon’s method, and the slow metabolizing of perception that

created the “plant in us” (159), with Marder’s help. The vegetal tradition persists well into the
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twentieth century, as Thérése of Lisieux and Simone Weil attest, both of whom used plant
analogies for contemplative prayer (205).

The book’s most lasting contribution is its methodological approach. In Kotva’s work, plant
theory isn’t just applied to mystical texts, nor is mysticism just instrumental to ecological ethics.
Her point is that reading them together transforms each tradition: mysticism becomes a
contemplative ecology; plant philosophy gets a history of practice. There is a strong feminist and
political perspective throughout — the “low anthropology” of women mystics like Guyon and
Porete can also be seen as a way to resist species supremacism and clergy control. At real scholarly
risk, Kotva threads her autobiography through the book, lending it an unusual phenomenological
authority: Kotva is not just describing vegetal mysticism; she’s living it.

I’d like to point out two productive tensions. Even though it has broad ethical ambitions, the
book almost exclusively focuses on the Western Christian tradition. There’s a deliberate choice
here, and Kotva’s transparent about it; comparative horizons beyond the Western Christian
tradition are acknowledged and deferred. Yet readers working in the history of mysticism will note
that Sufi traditions, particularly the Persian mystical poetry of Rumi and the concept of fana’ —
annihilation of the self in the divine — offer some of the most sustained and philosophically
elaborated accounts of the dissolution of subjectivity through creaturely attentiveness anywhere in
the mystical record. Through longing, Rumi’s reed flute contemplates its origin through fire, water,
and vegetal growth that parallels Kotva’s archive in striking ways. Even though the Western
Christian frame is intellectually defensible, the absence of this material is an opening, not a
limitation — that’s something future comparative work should explore. Second tension:
contemplation as habit, the book’s central idea. Taking Guyon and the Carmelite tradition to heart,
Kotva argues that contemplation is both spontaneous and cultivated, vegetal yet acquired. In
theory, it makes sense, but the connection between habituation and the truly spontaneous activity of
plants, which don’t cultivate habits in any meaningful sense, could be pushed further. There is an
analogy here: human contemplatives become like plants through practice. However, it remains
unclear if it can be extended to the structural homology Kotva claims between contemplation and
vegetal intelligence.

This book is a timely, original, and philosophically serious intervention at the intersection of
theology, plants, and environmental ethics. Its historical scope is impressive, its theoretical literacy

genuine, and its willingness to talk about lived experience is admirable. There’s something for
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everyone — for those interested in religion, continental philosophy, ecotheology, and the vegetal
turn — as well as for anyone interested in what it might mean to practice philosophy through the

vegetal and as one.

Midhat Shah, Louisiana State University
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