
‘Ghost impressions’: an interview with Camilla Nelson 

 

Camilla Nelson is a poet working in performance, installation and book works, often 

with use of natural materials gathered from the local area of the poem-making. She 

makes use of a variety of processual methods – including deteriorating pages in 

outdoor environments, mulching paper with plant materials, and various approaches 

to experimental translation – to investigate the relation of writer, reader and 

environment and their interaction to produce the poem. Since 2014, Nelson has been 

publishing a series of carefully crafted, handmade book-works under her imprint 

Singing Apple Press. Incredibly tactile objects, they often incorporate plant elements, 

sometimes in edible form, while the delicate page-materials, spatious presentation and 

minimal word-constellations encourage a slow engagement that allows the reader to 

dwell on the physicality of the reading process. In 2015 we collaborated on the 

Translating the Coal Forests project, which incorporates a variety of processual text 

transformations, a series of simultaneous readings and a limited edition book work. 

Here, I ask her about ecopoetics, performance writing and book-making. 

 

How did you become interested in ecopoetry and ecopoetics? 

 

I came to associate with the term ‘ecopoetics’ via the work of Jonathan Skinner’s 

journal of the same title.  Prior to this I had associated ecopoetics with a simplistic 

form of environmental activist writing and nature-bashing. This has never been an 

approach I have been very interested in. Jonathan Skinner’s ecopoetics was the first 

publication I discovered that worked with language treatments of ‘the natural world’ 

in experimental ways. Poems such as Julie Patton’s Slug Art presented me with the 

first published images of the kinds of things I was doing with my own writing. It’s not 

so much that I identify simply with this term. I’d like to actively distance my work 

from a lot of Jonathan Bate’s definition in The Song of the Earth (2001) for example. 

I don’t think the rhetoric you find here about ‘western man's alienation from nature’ is 

helpful and I’m not interested in saving the planet through poetry, nor do I believe we 

can (in any simple way). I do not believe that ecopoetics is ‘the place where we save 

the earth’. What I do believe is that we can reconstruct the ways in which we interface 

with the other organisms that constitute our world through engaging with them 

creatively and questioningly and language-making presents one way of doing this. 

Ecopoetics is a banner under which people whose work I have come to admire 

sometimes gather beneath. The radical landscape poetry defined by Harriet Tarlo in 

Ground Aslant (2011) provides another of these banners. Neither is comprehensive. I 

believe in pursuing a language practice that poses innovatively formed creative 

questions about human and other-than-human relations. It is this practice of 

materially-engaged creative questioning in relation to the other-than-human that I 

identify with most fully. 

 

Does this connect to your interest in performance writing? 

 

Yes. Performance Writing is a term I first came across at Dartington College of Arts, 

where I began my PhD in 2009. Performance writing, in this context, encourages an 

understanding of writing as performance. It understands writing as verb and noun 

together. It understands language as a material happening. Caroline Bergvall is the 

most well-known proponent of this school of thought and method of practice. What I 

appreciate about identifying as a performance writer is the freedom it gives you from 
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the political and ethical weight of labels like ecopoetics. 

 

But I didn’t start out life as either a performance writer or an ecopoet. My language 

practice evolved out of a love of Modernist experiment and a similarly deep 

dissatisfaction with the lack of innovative treatments of rural subjects. I was a Joyce 

obsessive as a sixth-former and as an undergraduate and I wrote by MA dissertation 

on reading Finnegans Wake (1939) as a dance. I love the permissive crashing and the 

breaking that seemed to be going on in the early 1900’s. I love Apollinaire’s 

Calligrammes (1918) for the free movement of words around the page and Wyndham 

Lewis’ BLAST for the bold use of colour and experimental typography. This bold and 

irreverent treatment of language is really exciting. The sense that anything was 

possible and the more radical the better was an excellent tonic to the strict (and 

relatively narrow) education I had received up until university.  

 

Having said that, I struggled to find any contemporary writers or artists working in 

this way for a really long time. It wasn’t until I stumbled upon the Small Publisher’s 

Fair in London in 2005 that I began to pick up a trail. This was the first time I had 

encountered the kind of materially-engaged explorations that were happening now 

first-hand. Redell Olsen’s table at the fair, for her Poetic Practice MA (Royal 

Holloway) students, reassured me that there were people my age out there similarly 

enthusiastic and committed to remaking language forms and processes. I was also 

inspired to find that so many of the small presses I admired at this fair were small 

rural-based publishers investigating literary treatments of landscape: Moschatel Press 

(Tom & Laurie Clark), Coracle (Simon Cutts & Erica Van Horn), Uniformbooks 

(Colin Sackett) and Wild Hawthorn Press (Ian Hamilton Finlay).  

 

My literary education as an undergraduate had stopped at 1945 so concrete poetry was 

something I came to piecemeal through small press works and exhibitions at the ICI 

(Poor. Old. Tired. Horse, 2009) and the V&A (Certain Trees, 2008). Certain Trees: 

The Constructed Book, Poem and Object 1964-2006, edited by Simon Cutts, became 

my bible for the kind of work I was interested in making. To date, it is still the book 

that has the fullest collection of materially-engaged word experiments in non-urban 

contexts that I know of. This area of material environmentally-engaged linguistic 

experiment is still very much an emerging field and one that struggles to coalesce 

under a singular banner. 

 

My work is fuelled by a sense of defiance that the kind of crashing and breaking that 

had been applied within an urban context through Modernism could or had not been 

applied to fields, trees and plants. Why were daffodils spoken about like Wordsworth 

rather than Wyndham Lewis? It felt like a condescension to those that lived outside of 

urban centres. As if urban centres were the exclusive repositories of culture. I mean, 

why would anyone have radical ideas about trees? It makes me a little bit furious! But 

then climate change came along, or the awareness and political rhetoric of climate 

change began to infiltrate literary consciousness, and suddenly what was happening to 

trees was a radical subject matter and there was a market for more radical 

environmentally-engaged writing.  

 

But I have to stress that for me engaging with this environmental discourse was never 

my primary objective and it wasn’t and I think still isn’t where my work comes from. 

It comes from an enjoyment of plants and trees and rural landscapes and materially-
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engaged ways of working. I like making work that forces you to inhabit these 

landscapes, to spend time with trees and plants, and where possible to work with them 

in ways that deepen your physical understanding of how they work and what the 

interface is between your body and these other organisms. This way of working is the 

only real way I have found to properly critique my preconceptions and abstractions 

about what a plant or tree or anything else actually is. To be honest, I find this way of 

working a better critique of human/other-than-human intra-action than most of the 

theory I read, or at least an indispensable companion. The minute I stop working 

materially with things I find I literally lose touch with the world. This forgetting of 

the world goes hand in hand with an abstraction and generalization that is reductive 

and this is where things so often begin to go wrong. 

 

The world is so infinitely intricate and changing all the time. Tucked away in our 

libraries, noses in books and heads at our computer screens, our bodies forget what 

the world really is and, the flip side, we forget what our bodies really are, really do 

and really need. At the risk of sounding evangelical, inhabiting various terrains and 

temperatures, in different weather conditions with branches snapping back in your 

face or mud squelching underfoot, brings me back into my body. In environments that 

have not been constructed for solely human consumption, we encounter the new, the 

unfamiliar and the difficult, we have to improvise! It is this improvisatory materially-

engaged experience that I get from being outside, from responding in the moment to 

whatever I come across and being free to do so, that I aim to capture and explore in 

the work that I make. I want to explore a way of being alive and enlivened by, with 

and through language. 

 

What led you to set up your own publishing imprint, Singing Apple Press? 

 

I was producing a large amount of material work that had no obvious way of making 

it out into the world since it did not conform to standard publishing models. You can’t 

share edible pieces via word doc or pdf. So the answer was to start my own press. I 

was very inspired by the work of Moschatel Press in particular. I love the way the 

Clarks use page space and page turning to slow you down, to make you savour each 

word and phrase to get the most out of the language. Corbel Stone Press have 

produced publications that include scents distilled from elements in the landscape. 

This was exactly the trajectory my work was going in but I wanted to be bolder and 

push further. I still have to gird myself to be brave and put things out there even if 

they seem weird and have no obvious precedent, but it’s hard to do. Elizabeth-Jane 

Burnett presented a lovely paper in Brussels last year that acknowledged how hard 

and how brave it is for poets and artist to produce things that seem odd and that have 

no obvious (or just a very small) audience. It’s always easier to follow a precedent. 

 

How is the production and publication of the book part of the work, part of the 

poem? 

 

How the book is made and what it is made of structures the performance and politics 

of each piece. What are the materials used? How are they used? Where do they come 

from? What and how does this communicate? Every language work constitutes a 

material politics in excess of and sometimes in contradiction to the chosen words. I 

am interested in what each language work as a whole communicates. How many 

works extolling the virtue of saving trees have been printed on the very trees we are 



anxious to save? How many ecologically-minded websites are powered by coal, gas 

or oil? Human production is part of a complex web of causality. There can be no pure 

intention and no pure methods of production. What there can be is a critically-

engaged approach to language construction. This is what I aim to endorse in Singing 

Apple Press but sometimes my ideals are too lofty even for me! 

 

So the materiality of your work (the page, the paper, the language) is a way of 

making us more aware of the environment of the texts – drawing attention to its 

surrounding ambience, foregrounding the background so that the white space is 

not just seen as empty space. 

 

Yes.  

 

Does your work at the same time make a move away from materiality in its view 

of the object not as an end but as part of an ongoing process?  

 

This links back to my interest in performance writing and thinking about language 

construction and all that goes with it as performance, both in the simple sense of 

doing something and in the sense of doing something with an audience. Everything 

we do is witnessed by the world around us, is affected by and affects the world in 

which we create. There may not be a line of seated individuals in front of us as we 

live our lives / make things / do what we do but the materials that we work with, the 

people and places we interact with and the environments in which we work bear 

witness to our actions in a multitude of ways many of which are intangible for us. I 

think this is one of the key issues in our inability to make the necessary changes to 

halt global warming: the scale that it is happening on is largely imperceptible to us, 

unless we concertedly pay very close, sustained attention to it, and this can be tiring 

and boring, despite the life and death nature of its importance. So yes, I’m always 

trying to explore and elucidate a sense of process in my work, especially the more 

materially-engaged works, but this engagement is not a movement away from 

materiality rather than a further exploration of it. I learned a lot through working with 

a tree for so long in Cornwall during my PhD, Reading and Writing with a Tree: 

Practising ‘Nature Writing’ as Enquiry (the full text of which is available online, 

minus the large amount of creative documentation that this PhD constituted). I learned 

a lot from making the stone writing in Goongillings as part of James Towillis’ Gather 

in 2012: as much about the weight and whereabouts of the stones and my own 

physical strength and endurance as about the impact the weight of these stones had on 

the grass beneath. When I removed the stone writing after 5 days there was a ghost 

impression of words left in the grass. All language-making leaves ghost impressions. 

It is understanding the repercussions of these impressions (what feeds into and results 

from our language-making) that I am interested in.  

 

It makes me think of the frail, ephemeral, almost auto-destructive nature of 

some of your work. 

 

This is not something I had ever thought of until Jonathan Skinner made a similar 

observation during an interview I did with him last year. I was really surprised when 

he suggested that writing into apples was a destructive act. As one of the final pieces 

in my PhD I wrote into every apple on the tree with which I was working. These 

marks scarred over and swelled as the apple grew. The words were repositioned 
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according he weight of the leaves and the apples themselves, the structure of the 

branches and the movement of the wind. The piece changed as the words dropped 

from the branches, as the apples fell and decomposed. My work with this apple tree 

was very focused on developing a form of language-making that made as little 

negative impact on other organisms as possible. I was trying to develop a way of 

working with other-than-human entities that didn’t necessitate the death of the other-

than-human in order to facilitate human linguistic expression, and I genuinely think 

that I achieved this in this final apple tree work. Hence my surprise at Skinner’s 

suggestion. I spent a long time observing the ways in which my body left marks and 

traces in and around the tree: strands of my hair or fluff from my bobble hat caught in 

the branches; the track I made in the grass around the tree from circling it so often. 

And observing the marks and traces other organisms left: bird poo on the branch, 

spider’s webs between branches, leaf miner trails within leaves, woolly aphids that 

caused contortions in the bark, lichen growing on and into almost every surface. A 

tree is not a simple thing, it is a series of organism intra-actions, just as every human 

is. It was from this myriad of already occurring intra-actions that I took my precedent: 

something was causing scarred lines to occur in the apple flesh. As far as I could tell 

the apple grew on despite this and it didn’t have much of affect on the growth of the 

fruit. If insects were making marks in this way why shouldn’t I? A simplistic line of 

reasoning but one that I followed nonetheless. My response to Jonathan then is the 

same I give now: making a mark that does not affect the ability of the organism to 

grow and develop is a whole lot less violent or destructive than the deforestation that 

facilitates paper production. Literacy has developed out of a long history of largely 

unseen or unacknowledged destruction of and violence to the world around us. I have 

concertedly tried to work in ways that circumvent or explore alternatives to these 

destructive precedents. It is interesting that in doing so my work brings attention to 

exactly that which it seeks to avoid and to remedy.  

 

Another method I often employ is paper-making which is a lot more obviously 

destructive. In order to apply the same ethos as discussed above, if violence must 

occur I try to make sure that violence occurs on both sides i.e. if the bodies of plants 

must be sacrificed at the altar of human expression then human expression must 

undergo a similar act of violence. Hence my practice of pulping my written pages 

alongside the bodies of plants that go into making the page: what happens to the plant, 

happens to the text. Both are compromised in order to forefront the processes by 

which human literary expression is achieved. Sometimes, as in Paper Trail (2012), 

these reformed pages are taken back to the site where the materials they have been 

combined with were originally taken. They are ‘restored’ to their ‘original’ locations 

and the human text is once more subject to the same processes as this ‘natural’ 

material would have been. Works such as these are a convoluted material meditation 

on the traffic and exchange of materials between environments that happens in 

writing. If I were properly literal about it parts of my body should be sacrificed 

alongside the body of the plant in order to form the page, but I am yet to take it this 

far! 

 

I’m interested that you see a frail or ephemeral quality in the products that arise from 

these processes. ‘Frail’ is not a word I would have used, but fragile and in need of 

care, certainly. In bringing to the fore the physical difficulty and material challenge 

involved in the production of these pieces I hope to generate a sense of the 

vulnerability and fragility of the work so I’m glad the response is to treat the 
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outcomes with care. The thought and effort that has gone into making them makes 

them precious. But I hope that this experience of their fragility induces their audience 

to reflect on their own fragility and the fragility of all life forms and the myriad of 

hard and complex processes we go through in order to continue to exist as part of this 

world. Being made isn’t easy, but this is life. We all need to be treated with care. We 

are all fragile and precious. 

 

By ‘auto-destructive’ I was also thinking of how you sometimes make use of 

edible elements - jam, alcohol, fruit. How is the act of consumption important to 

the work, the physicality of reading? 

 

Eating the text stresses the ways in which language-making practices inform and 

compose us and how previously made words and ways of making words affect the 

ways in which we form future compositions. Stephen Emmerson has done some really 

interesting work in this area. He told me he once asked a London city farm if he could 

feed a book to their goats and collect their dung once they had processed the text. He 

wasn’t allowed to but I really admire his commitment to documenting this process of 

textual transformation. I have developed a performance installation called Poem 

Factory with the artist Tommy Peeps that explores the physical labour of text 

consumption and production through reading, eating and breathing a text until it has 

been at once entirely destroyed and completely reformed. Eating is an interesting 

process: it’s a necessary act of violence and destruction that is precursor to the 

transformative act of digestion and rebirth, either as fecal matter or through 

absorption into the organism. Organisms persist through reform. It’s such a wonderful 

paradox! 

 

These transformations seem to relate to your interest in translation. In our 

collaboration on Translating the Coal Forests, I was thinking of our approach as 

a kind of fossilisation, like taking casts of language. To what extent is it useful to 

consider poetry as analogous to natural processes? 

 

I’m not sure how helpful it is to think in natural and non-natural terms. I try as much 

as possible to work with terms that deconstruct these oppositions. I am interested in 

processes of transformation: how one thing becomes another, how something other 

than yourself influences you to become other than you are or were. It is through this 

constant process of mutual influence - material and ideological transformation - that 

we evolve as organisms. We combine ourselves with elements of this world in order 

to survive. I am interested in how this happens. Translation is the word we give to 

transforming words from one language into another. Biosemiotics makes us realize 

that the world is communicating with itself all the time.  According to Donald 

Favareau’s Essential Readings in Biosemiotics (2010), ‘[b]iosemiotics is the study of 

the myriad of forms of communication and signification observable both within and 

between living systems.’ Human language-making is just one strand of this myriad of 

ongoing communication processes. In Word Score Utterance Choreography in Verbal 

and Visual Poetry (1998), Robert Sheppard talks about a text’s ability to ‘unsettle 

linguistic system, and declare its rooted but excessive presence.’ Human language 

compositions, particularly in its materiality, communicate more than we might intend 

or can control. Our words are always telling tales on us. 


