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Metaphor as a Vehicle for the Resurgence of
a Minority Ontology in “A Ship-Shaped Hole
in the Forest” by Ellen van Neerven
La métaphore comme vecteur de résurgence d’une ontologie minoritaire dans
« A Ship-Shaped Hole in the Forest » d’Ellen van Neerven

Anne Le Guellec-Minel

OUTLINE

Not “Footnotes on a timeline” (33): denouncing the invisibilisation of
Indigenous presences
A poetic subversion of the sailing ship as a vessel of colonial positivity
Performing artistic resurgence

TEXT

Alexis Wright has recently received a remark able shower of literary
awards for her latest novel Praiseworthy (2023) and the body of her
work: the Queens land Literary Fiction Book Award, the
2024 Australian Liter ature Society Gold Medal, the 2024 Miles
Franklin Award and the 2024 Stella prize, the 2024 Melbourne Prize,
as well as the British- based 2023 James Tait Black Memorial Prize.
In October 2024, when the next Nobel Prize winner for liter ature was
being chosen, Alexis Wright’s name was among the favour ites. All this
crit ical acclaim is the due recog ni tion of Wright’s literary
achieve ment and her important role as campaigner for Indi genous
land rights. However, the fact that her work is being singled out in
this way may seem to imply that no other Australian, let alone any
Abori ginal Australian writer is in a posi tion to take up the torch of
literary excel lence. Like Oodgeroo Noonuccal before her, Wright has
been very vocal in her warn ings about the ever- increasing dangers
Indi genous culture has had to face. In both her non‐fiction and her
fiction work, Wright has played a crucial role as a collector of oral
narrat ives from older gener a tions, now dead, who, like the spirits in
Carpentaria (a novel that harbours “the big stories and the little ones
in between”, 12) were desperate to pass on their stories as count less
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gener a tions had done before them. Sadly, the unan imous celeb ra tion
of Wright’s literary achieve ments is not really indic ative of an
improve ment in Australia’s polit ical recog ni tion of Indi genous voices,
as the negative outcome of the 2023 “Voice to Parlia ment” campaign
has shown. This is why an over- exclusive focus on her work could be
prob lem atic: it might suggest that Wright, who belongs to an older
gener a tion and has had first- hand exper i ence of historic land rights
struggles, is more “authen tic ally Abori ginal” than the many younger
writers. This article offers a close reading of just one of Ellen
van Neerven’s poems, to show how, albeit in radic ally different ways
than Wright’s lyrical, swirling, flowing prose, younger voices continue
to fight against dispos ses sion and cultural erasure. In line with North
Amer ican Indi genous theories of resur gence, this article will show
how Ellen van Neerven’s poetic writing in Throat achieves far more
than a lament of the negative impact of colon isa tion. While they say
the title of the collec tion refer ences the harsh real ities that “burn at
the back of [their] throat”, 1 their short, pared- down poem “A Ship- 
Shaped Hole in the Forest” simul tan eously converts into a creative
resource the negative space hollowed out by the colon iser, asserts
the survival of Indi genous onto lo gies, and performs grounded
norm ativity (Coulthard) by requesting from the reader the kind of
ethical inter pret ative effort that Paul Ricœur asso ci ated with the
“living metaphor”.

The first part of the study will look into how in Throat, the poems
remind the reader of the exist ence of an altern ative view of the
colon ising event and voice an altern ative onto logy, thus resisting
colo nial erasure. Next, the focus will centre on Ellen van Neerven’s
use of the sailing ship, that ubiquitous icon of the British colon isa tion
of Australia, to portray a historic viol a tion whose impact rever ber ates
into deep time as well as into the present, but also to under mine the
positive values asso ci ated with naut ical phrases in the English
language. The third part of the study will start from Ricœur’s
discus sion of the icon icity that is specific to the poetic meta phor and
of the type of hermen eutic parti cip a tion it demands of the reader, in
order to show how the semantic decon struc tion/recon struc tion
process called for by the “ship shape” meta phor consti tutes a form of
action- writing that is part and parcel of the Indi genous
resur gence movement.
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Not “Foot notes on a timeline” (33):
denoun cing the invis ib il isa tion of
Indi genous presences
Ellen van Neerven is an award- winning writer, educator and editor of
Munun jali Yugambeh and Dutch heritage. Their first book, a short
story collec tion entitled Heat and Light was published in 2013, and
their first book of poems, Comfort Foods in 2016. Their first play,
Swim, premiered in Sydney in July 2024. Throat (2020) is Ellen
van Neerven’s second poetry collec tion, and this article will look
more partic u larly at “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest” which
belongs to the collec tion’s second themed part: “White ness is
always approaching”.

3

Van Neerven belongs to a vibrant, young gener a tion of Abori ginal
writers that includes Evelyn Araluen, Jazz Money, Mykaela Saun ders,
and Alison Whit taker. These writers are all still in their early thirties
but, faced with the cultural loss resulting from past and ongoing
assim il a tionist policies, and the envir on mental degrad a tion of their
peoples’s tradi tional land by extractive capit alism, their work often
takes the form of a lament for lost Country and a much depleted
cultural environment.

4

Such a state of affairs is the result of colon isa tion processes (land
theft, displace ment, assim il a tion) that Australian historian and
scholar Patrick Wolfe iden ti fied as specific to settler colo ni alism, and
famously termed the “elim in a tion of the Native” (Wolfe 2006). Since
settler colo ni alism is geared towards an appro pri ation of the land, the
denial of prior Indi genous occu pa tion is a prerequisite within the
frame work of liberal legal theory (Moreton- Robinson 20). As Wolfe
puts it, the Indi genous pres ence is “an absent centre that struc tures
settler discourse even in contexts that do not mani festly concern
things Indi genous” (Wolfe 270, italics mine).

5

Inter preting Mark Rifkin’s notion of “settler common sense” as a
“taken- for-grantedness” which is “sustained and reaf firmed” by the
“routine ways in which settlers tacitly […] re‐enact the dispos ses sion
of Indi genous people in their daily lives”, Wolfe insists, however, that
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settler colo ni alism is not a defin itive and irre vers ible historic
moment, but an ongoing process which can be fought (270). Indeed,
North Amer ican theories of Indi genous resur gence propose to
coun teract settler- colonialist processes by abandoning recognition- 
oriented protest in favour of the asser tion of what Dene scholar Glen
Coulthard in Red Skins, White Masks calls “grounded normativity”:

Indi genous struggles against capit alist imper i alism are best
under stood as struggles oriented around the ques tion of land—
struggles not only for land, but also deeply informed by what the
land as a mode of recip rocal rela tion ship (which is itself informed by
place- based prac tices and asso ci ated forms of know ledge) ought to
teach us about living our lives in rela tion to one another and our
surround ings in a respectful, nondom in ating and nonex ploit ative
way. (60)

What is striking about van Neerven and other writers of her
gener a tion is not only the enduring strength of their engage ment in
trying to over turn the still on‐going economic, social, envir on mental
and polit ical oppres sion of Indi genous communities, but also their
under standing that as Coulthard puts it, settler- colonisation has
“rendered [Indi genous] popu la tions too small” to generate alone the
polit ical leverage required to simul tan eously block the exploit a tion of
peoples and home lands and construct ethical altern at ives
to capitalism. “This reality”, Coulthard writes,

7

demands that we continue to remain open to, if not actively seek out
and estab lish, rela tions of solid arity and networks of trade and
mutual aid with national and transna tional communities and
organ iz a tions that are also strug gling against the imposed effects of
glob al ized capital. (173)

In “Call a Spade a Spade” (39), van Neerven goes further, inviting the
non‐Indi genous/settler reader to the type of truth- telling exer cise
(“call it inva sion not settle ment /call it geno cide not colon isa tion […]
don’t say ‘no worries’ say ‘I worry’ / for the future or our country, our
envir on ment / if we fail to listen and to act”) that can give a truer
meaning to the classic Australian collo qui alism: “call your self a mate”.
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A poetic subver sion of the sailing
ship as a vessel of colo ‐
nial positivity
Several poems of van Neerven’s collection Throat feature ships in a
way that expli citly pushes back against the celeb ratory dimen sion of
that found a tional icon. Australia Day, which is celeb rated on the 26th
of January each year, marks the 1788 landing of the First Fleet and
raising of the British flag at Sydney Cove. As a precursor of the arrival
of the First Fleet, Captain Cook’s landing at Botany Bay in 1770 is
another highly symbolic historic event which has firmly anchored the
two- masted sailing boat in the Australian national imagin a tion. It is
no surprise, there fore, that ships should also feature in
van Neerven’s poems.

8

Among these, “Paper ships” (126–129), which expli citly mourns the
social and envir on mental effects of colon isa tion, posits the
Indi genous perspective as a coun ter point to the offi cial celeb ra tion of
the event: “Australia marks the 250th anniversary / of a landing in
two views / the view from the ships / and the view from the
shore” (127).

9

Linking the original moment of inva sion with the enduring need to
fight against the settler imaginary, the poem perform at ively reverses
conven tional naut ical phrases such as “casting off” and common‐use
synec doches (“hands” for sailors, “masts” for ships) and turns them
into a call for decol on ising action rather than as a symbol of British
colon isa tion: “The ships my grand mothers saw / didn’t stay in the sea
[…] it takes all of our hands / to cast the settler imaginary off / lift
the masts off / out of the dirt” (128).

10

The stanza mentioning the masts is followed by four lines contrasting
these markers of colo ni alism with the living trees that are bound to a
collective “we” in recip rocal relationships:

11

the tree and us are one / we breathe together 
we look after trees / like they look after ones / some are
our ancestors / we belong to them 
we give to the trees / to receive / they are our life / and death (129)
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By contrast, colon isa tion and climate change are expli citly presented
as synonymous, and the name of Cook’s ship (HMS Endeavour) is
appro pri ated to reverse the colon iser’s white saviour claim:

Can you guess two ‘c’ words / so closely connected, they are the
same? / Cook and c…? Nice try. / colonization and climate change 
Fight one and you fight them both / we endeavour to save this
world / guided by elders restoring / old science and medi cine
(127, the italics are the author’s)

In “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest” (35) van Neerven’s critique is
aimed at extract ivism, linking the ship with the damage inflicted to
the forest from which the former’s different parts are sourced.

The poem is made up of three stanzas of free verse, that increase in
length from 7 to 8 to 9 lines. The first and shortest stanza, which
begins with “Such a sad sight” and ends with “the defor ested floor”,
precisely refer ences how different species of trees were cut into
various ship parts: “pine […] into masts / elm into keel and stern
post / white oak into hull, floors and futtocks” (ll. 3–5).

12

The second stanza refers to the deep hurt left in the forest by the
extrac tion of the wood needed for building a ship: “While the ship
sails in southern seas / the ship- shaped hole / thou sands of years
deep / aches and aches” (ll. 9–11). It also concisely illus trates the
long- term social and envir on mental fallout of extract ivist atti tudes:
“the people burn their furniture to stay warm” (l. 12) alludes to the
poverty of those who are unable to profit from a liberal economy,
while the German word “wald s terben” refer ences dieback in
“commer cial forests” (ll. 14–15).

13

Dieback is a form of forest decline that was partic u larly severe in
Germany in the 1980s, hence the poet’s use of the German word here.
While forest ecosys tems are too complex for the direct causes of
dieback in multi- species forests to be iden ti fied, the lack of
biod iversity in commer cial forests is a determ ining factor as it
facil it ates the propaga tion of patho genic insects, fungi and bacteria.
The wood industry’s choice to plant commer cial forests to replace
the native forests that are still being harvested is thus an aber ra tion
in terms of sustain ab ility. Van Neerven’s unex pected use of the
German word for the phenomenon is a reminder that there is no
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place, however remote from the historic indus trial centres, that is not
impacted by global capit alism. It is also a nod to the semester she
spent teaching in Bremen, Germany, which she says gave her the
oppor tunity to go to Europe and see the Black Forest from which
sailing ships were sourced, and think about historic colon isa tion
“from that end” for once, rather than the on‐going effects of settler
colo ni alism in Australia (Rose).

Both stanzas provide a kind of factual inform a tion that is unusual in a
poem. But the third and longest stanza makes clear the reason for
this use of ship building and forest manage ment terms.

15

In the first line of the stanza “[n]o consent was asked from the
mater ials of ‘discovery’” (l. 16), the inverted commas ques tion the
epistem o lo gical equa tion between European explor a tion and
universal know ledge. The line is also a reminder that unlike other
colonies where treaties were signed, in Australia the Indi genous
peoples never form ally agreed to their dispos ses sion. By mentioning
“mater ials” rather than people, the line also critiques the European
view of the non‐human realm as inert and devoid of agency. While
European ship‐makers were mainly concerned with the
end‐products and how the material prop er ties of various kinds of
wood could best be used, the following lines deploy an altern ative
onto logy, pointing to the linguistic continuity that exists in Yugambeh
language between the tree and the boat that is made from it:

16

In Yugambeh our names for boat and 
tree that makes the boat are the same 
material handled with care 
spirit lives 
in the same name (ll. 17–20)

The holism of Yugambeh onto logy is thus succinctly contrasted with
the European compart ment al ised view of the world that separ ates
means and ends, matter and spirit, and para dox ic ally holds the
“material world” in complete meta phys ical contempt. The commer cial
injunc tion “handle with care” is here given a much more profound
spir itual value: the tree and boat are to be respected and handled
with care because of their social and spir itual import ance, not their
market value.
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The lack of punc tu ation and the layout of the lines in this passage
allow for various ways of saying and inter preting them: should the
reader just under stand that Yugambeh names for boat and tree are
the same, or also that they “are the same material handled with care”?
Is the word “lives” in “spirit lives / in the same name” a verb or a
noun? Such ambi gu ities invite the reader to pay atten tion to
altern ative clusters of meaning; and paying atten tion is all the more
relevant as the phon etic simil arity between “name” and “same” not
only insists on the respect paid to the tree that grants mobility on
water, but also points towards a non‐arbit rary concept of language:
words expressing the essence of the subject they represent. All these
uncer tain ties are encap su lated in the ques tion on which the poem
closes, revealing the poet’s feeling of disor i ent a tion in a badly
damaged environment:

17

so do I call you tree or mast 
as I walk through the wood 
full of so many ship- shaped holes? (ll. 22–25)

The last line of the stanza and the poem places the words “full” and
“holes” in polar posi tions high lighting the oxymor onic and ulti mately
absurd dimen sion of the commonly used phrase: “to be full of holes”.
Addressing the forest, the poet seems to oscil late between two
world views because of the play on the word “wood”. While in one
world view the forest is nothing but a mass of inert wood waiting to
be molded by human agency, the wooded area can also be
under stood to be a living, sentient entity that required so many years
to come into being that the hurt received in the modern era
rever ber ates far back into the past.

The line- by-line analysis of the poem reveals how van Neerven deftly
upturns colo nial precon cep tions of progress and conquest, and
points to Yugambeh values and prac tices as powerful altern at ives. But
the partic ular power of this short poem also stems from its ingenious,
and as it were visual, under mining of the iconic sailing ship that is
central to Australia Day celeb ra tions, and is iden ti fied by some as a
colo nial ideologeme.

18

As mentioned earlier, the sailing ship as point of origin of the settler
nation is ubiquitous both in offi cial cere monies and images, as well as

19
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in more crit ical visual repres ent a tions of the arrival of the First Fleet,
and of the so‐called “discovery” of the continent by Captain Cook.
One example of the former kind of repres ent a tion is Algernon
Talmage’s “The Founding of Australia. By Capt Arthur Phillip RN
Sydney Cove, Jan 26th 1788”, a monu mental painting that is part of the
Tate collec tion. The finished painting is not on display at the Tate, but
the original 1937 sketch hangs in the Mitchell Library (the State
Library of New South Wales). In this painting Arthur Phillip, the new
governor of the New South Wales colony, is shown with a few other
officers toasting the Union Jack while it is being raised for the first
time. Several tree stumps in the fore ground signal the civil ising
replace ment of a missing vegetal vertic ality by the flag mast on the
left and the ship’s masts in the middle ground on the right. In the
2019 first season of the TV polit ical drama Total Control, the
Indi genous director Rachel Perkins has her main char acter, the
newly- appointed feisty senator Alex Irving (played by Deborah
Mailman) gaze crit ic ally at this sketch she comes upon while trying to
find her way around Parlia ment House: this short scene fore shadows
how hard she will have to fight the system to throw light on an
Indi genous death- in-custody scandal. In Michael Cook’s 2010 crit ical
and icon o clastic photo graphic projects which comprise
“Undis covered #4” and #8, and “Broken Dreams #3”, the ship is even
more poin tedly asso ci ated with settler colo nial symbolic but also
material, social and polit ical viol ence. The photo grapher’s choice to
rein tro duce Indi genous people in the series featuring the iconic
British ship makes such power dynamics partic u larly striking.

In the colo nial repres ent a tions, however, the power dynamics are
gener ally muted and natur al ised: when a landing is portrayed from
the sea, because of the laws of perspective, the ships’ masts dwarf the
veget a tion on land; when the scene is focal ised from the land, the
single ship visible in the offing reminds the viewer of church towers
and spires in European land scape art, the mast standing as a
reas suring marker of spir itu ality and civil isa tion within a natural
envir on ment. Such portrayals also posit the ship near or close to the
vanishing point, making it a point of origin and there fore inscribing
Australian settle ment within the British history of seafaring,
explor a tion and conquest. The ship serves as a visual trope for the
begin ning of British settle ment in Australia, and it also has such a
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marked pres ence in the English language, as van Neerven’s poem
iron ic ally points out, that it can be considered as an “ideologeme”.

Fredric Jameson defines an ideo lo geme as a “specific narrative
paradigm [that] continues to emit its ideo lo gical signals long after
its original content has become histor ic ally obsolete” (186):

21

[T]he most archaic layer of content continues to supply vitality and
ideo lo gical legit im a tion to its later and quite different symbolic
func tion. […] What persists into contem porary narrative is
sedi mented ideo lo gized narrative form. 
The ideo lo geme […] exists nowhere as such. [I]t vanishes into the
past […] leaving only its traces—material signi fiers, lexemes,
enig matic words and phrases—behind it. (201)

Jameson’s point about the lasting, in absentia, ideo lo gical power
wielded by the ideo lo geme is partic u larly apt when studying “A Ship- 
Shaped Hole in the Forest”.

It is a well‐known fact that because of England’s signal history as a
naval nation, a great many naut ical words and phrases of the sailing
ship age are still in use as meta phors in the English language today.
Some of these are still relat ively trans parent, such as “across the
bow”, “above board”, “to clear the deck”, “to batten down the hatches”
or “to run a tight ship”, while some, that do not expli citly contain
refer ences to a ship or its parts, are less easy to identify as having a
naut ical origin, such as “hand over fist”. The fact that such words are
still in use over 150 years after steam ships replaced sailing ships
attests to the enduring strength of the schemes that gained pride of
place in the national idiom when Britain’s naut ical power was at
its peak.

22

In “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest”, it is another naut ical phrase
that is rewritten in a way that completely under mines its original
meaning. “Ship- shaped hole” appears four times in the poem, once in
the title and then in each stanza. Further more, its stra tegic posi tion
in the first and last lines of the poem clearly makes it a core concept
of the poem. The phrase is derived from the adjective “ship shape” and
its original form “ship- shapen” was first recorded in a 1644 Seamans
Dictionary written by Sir Henry Manwaring, an English lawyer,
soldier, author, seaman and politician. 2 Manwaring used the word to

23
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discuss a ship’s rake, that is to say the over hang of the hull at both
ends of the keel. “[F]or the Rake aftward‐on (it being of no use for the
Ship, but only for to make her Ship shapen, as they call it, they give as
little as may be) which commonly is about a fourth or fifth part of her
Rake fore ward‐on.” Manwaring makes clear that construc tion
conven tions about a ship’s rear were purely aesthetic, remarking that
a wall‐rear “makes a Ship within board much the roomier, and not the
less whole some Ship in the sea if her bearing be well laid out.

Yet the meli or ative adjective “ship- shaped”, shortened to “ship- 
shape”, came to mean “arranged prop erly as things on board ship
should be; trim, orderly” (OED). The Royal Navy’s much celeb rated
discip line, usually considered to be one of the reasons for its
excel lence, prob ably contrib uted to the semantic shift from the
aesthetic appre ci ation of a ship’s outline to an idea of moral
order li ness. The expres sion was further extended to “ship- shape and
Bristol fashion” in the early 19th century when Bristol became the
major west- coast port of Britain.

24

The Naut ical Magazine and Naval Chronicle (London, 1839) published
this explan a tion of the phrase:

25

The point of the compli ment thus paid to the tars of Bristol has been
used as a sort of oral goad to emula tion, the effect of which,
however, as a stim u lant to exer tion, may be supposed to have a
different action on the mind of those to whom it is applied,
according to their tempera ment and idio syn cracy [sic]. The present
race hold their claim to the char acter of good seamen, and equally to
the local distinc tion of pugil istic combatancy! (166)

Beyond naut ical order li ness the phrase thus came to encap su late not
only good seaman ship but also exem plary pugnacity. A modern user
of the qual i fier “ship shape” may not be aware of the values that were
once asso ci ated with it. But its laud atory dimen sion remains clear, a
fact which attests that the great regard for the British Navy endures
in the English language.

The decon struc tion of the qual i fier in the poem is there fore
partic u larly stra tegic. By repla cing the strong past particle (“shapen”)
by a weak one (“shaped”), the phrase lays the ground work for a shift

26
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in perspective away from the naval ideo lo geme, drawing the reader’s
gaze to the damage done to the living forest envir on ment instead.

The Museums of History of New South Wales website indic ates that
at the time of the First Fleet’s voyage, about 12,000 British
commer cial and naval ships were plying the world’s oceans. In
contrast to this large number, the fleet of 11 ships that arrived in
Botany Bay in 1788 was compar at ively small. What the first stanza of
van Neerven’s poem invites us to remember, however, is that a single
ship is made up of a large variety of dismembered trees.

27

It is gener ally estim ated that in the 18th century about 4,000 oak
trees were needed to build a three- master warship, the equi valent
of 30 to 40 hectares of wood land. This is not counting the other
species of trees needed for different parts, nor the fact that an acre
of uniformly mature oak trees is a figment of the extract ivist
imagin a tion. In 1790, the Royal Navy had about 300 ships in its ranks,
each with an average service life of only twelve years—much less time
than it takes an oak to grow to maturity (Thorne). It is no surprise
there fore that great quant ities of wood resources used in the
construc tion of British ships came from outside of the British Isles,
spreading the ecolo gical impact of British military and commer cial
ship‐building to Europe, the Amer icas, India, and later Australia:
“Beyond Britain’s borders, trade in masts, planking, oak, pitch, and tar
demanded far more from wood land sources than were ever felt at
home, and stretched the Royal Navy’s reach to diverse ecosys tems
around the world” (Melby, part VII).
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Shifting the focus away from the celeb rated icon of British
imper i alism as van Neerven does in the poem, and focusing instead
on its ecolo gical impact, the gaping hole left by its sourcing in native
forests, is there fore highly relevant. This hollowing out of the positive
value of the ship shape meta phor argu ably belongs to the process of
resur gence as defined by Indi genous resur gence theories, in that it
encour ages the reader to rethink exploit ative atti tudes to the
envir on ment. As we shall see, van Neerven’s unset tling use of a well- 
known meta phor is confirm a tion that, following Paul Ricœur’s
analysis of the poetic meta phor, poetry is indeed a tool for
heur istic action.
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Performing artistic resurgence
On a first reading, the image “a ship- shaped hole” is remin is cent of a
great variety of visual effects, ranging from the cartoonish, to
Magritte’s surrealist hollowing outs. Magritte’s stated inten tion was in
fact to draw the viewer’s atten tion to the illu sionist nature of pictorial
repres ent a tion (as in the famous 1929 “The Treachery of Images”, also
known as the “This is Not a Pipe” painting), and cast doubt on the
nature of appear ances, both in artistic repres ent a tions, and in reality
itself. To a certain extent, van Neerven’s meta phor ical
(de)construc tion does the same thing, inviting the reader to look
beyond, or through the trivial icon of imper i al istic pride.
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In his seminal work The Rule of Metaphor, French philo sopher Paul
Ricœur defended the idea of a realist func tion for poetry. Drawing on
the Aris totelian concep tion of language as a predic ative system that
invents meaning, as well as on the Anglo- American philo soph ical
tradi tion, he was keen to reaf firm the inventive and forward- looking
nature of language, its dynamic open ness to that which eludes
concep tual reason, or rather the conven tional “semantic grids” (234)
on which concepts are constructed.
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Revis iting Amer ican philo sopher Paul Henle’s analyses, Ricœur
reflected on the partic ular icon icity of the verbal meta phor, defining
it as a way of thinking about some thing by consid ering some thing
similar, which is the iconic mode of the signi fied. But as Ricœur
noted, following Henle, contrary to the visual meta phor, in language
the iconic element of the meta phor is not presented, simply
described: “nothing is displayed in sens ible images, there fore;
everything, whether asso ci ations in the writer’s mind or in that of the
reader, takes place within language” (223).
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This allows the meta phor to func tion according to two modal ities of
meaning: on one level, it func tions liter ally, pointing at an object or a
situ ation. But it also func tions icon ic ally, “indir ectly desig nating”
another similar object or situation:
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Precisely because the iconic repres ent a tion is not an image, it can
point toward original resemb lances, whether of quality, struc ture or
locality, of situ ation, or, finally, of feeling. In every case, the thing in
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focus is thought of as what the icon describes. Thus, the iconic
repres ent a tion harbours the power to elab orate, to extend the
parallel struc ture. (224)

Ricœur regretted, however, that Henle gave in to “an emotion alist
theory” of the meta phor, limiting its poetic func tion to the exten sion
of double meaning from the cognitive realm to the affective, and
argued instead in favour of the meta phor’s “capa city for further
devel op ment on the cognitive plane itself” (224). Indeed, Henle’s
analysis circum vented the need to choose between a theory of logical
absurdity and an iconic theory. The logical clash on the literal level
leads the reader to look for a meaning beyond the lexical meaning:
according to Ricœur, “meta phor is not quite the clash itself, but
rather its resolution”:

One must there fore “work out” the paral lelism between situ ations
that will guide the iconic trans pos i tion of one to the other. This
activity has become useless in the case of conven tional meta phors,
where cultural usage decides on the figur ative sense of certain
expres sions. It is only in living meta phors that one sees this activity
at work. (225)

Exploring further the “working out” activity required by the “living”
meta phor from a productive perspective, Ricœur picks up on Gilbert
Ryle’s concept of a “category mistake” (“the present a tion of facts
belonging to one category in the idioms appro priate to another”) and
argues that the meta phor should be seen as a “planned
category mistake”:
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Can one not say that the strategy of language at work in meta phor
consists in oblit er ating the logical and estab lished fron tiers of
language, in order to bring to light new resemb lances the previous
clas si fic a tion kept us from seeing? In other words, the power of
meta phor would be to break an old categor iz a tion, in order to
estab lish new logical fron tiers on the ruins of their fore run ners. (233)

Contrary to theories that would restrict the poetic meta phor to a
gesture towards an unsay able Romantic ideal, or a way of estab lishing
a “mood”, Ricœur’s analysis leads him to extra polate from the
meta phor’s capa city to destabilise existing categories (on which
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specific epistem o lo gical assump tions are dependent) and to
hypo thesise “that the dynamic of thought that carves its way through
already estab lished categories is the same as what engenders all
clas si fic a tion” (233, italics mine).

In line with Ricœur’s analysis of the meta phor as a heur istic tool,
I would like to argue that van Neerven’s meta phor ical hollowing out
of the colo nial ideo lo geme of the sailing ship achieves much more
than a simple denun ci ation of the values the original “ship‐shape”
expres sion carries. It also invites the reader to abandon the settler- 
mentality categories that construct the natural, non‐human world as
inert, atom ised and avail able for exploitation.

35

In the poem, what colo nial conquest and the exploit a tion of natural
resources leave behind is not “nothing”, defined as a simple absence
or lack of what was there before. The void that “the ship [that] sails in
southern seas” has opened in the forest is not a math em at ical
negative space, nor the logical, as well as material binary opposite of
the ship that now is. As in Magritte’s paint ings, the excav a tion of a
shape in the texture of reality ques tions the very nature of this
“reality”. This “ship‐shaped hole” demands that the forest be seen as a
living—but also as a deeply trau mat ised—being: “the forest / still
recov ering from the fright of colon isa tion” (ll. 2–3). Instead of being
the total sum of discrete items juxta posed in one place, the forest is
portrayed as a collective being endowed not only with feel ings, but
also memory. This conver sion of a gaping hole into the ghostly yet
enduring evid ence of a past trauma that continues to send
shock waves through the living human and non‐human collective is
char ac ter istic of the way Indi genous resur gence art denounces the
settler colo nial injunc tion to forget and “move on”.
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The partic ular power of the recur rent “ship- shaped hole in the
forest” meta phor in the poem comes from the fact that it is not just
an unusual, isol ated and ulti mately orna mental state ment (which is a
common defin i tion of the meta phor). This meta phor ical expres sion
belongs to what Ricœur—extending the theory of meta phor to that of
models—refers to as a “meta phor ical network” (288).
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The ship‐shaped hole in the living flesh of the forest that the poem
draws atten tion to is not an anthro po morphic, vaguely holistic
approx im a tion. If it were, van Neerven would not venture to describe
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the hole left by colo nial extrac tion as being “thou sands of years
deep” (l. 35), for such a vast time refer ence is likely to raise ques tions
in the reader’s mind. British colon isa tion in Australia began less than
250 years ago, and even though there are some tree speci mens
around the world that are known to be between 3,000 and
4,000 years old, they are rarities. It is there fore unlikely that the
native trees cut down to build ships in Australia were typic ally
“thou sands of years” old. Further more, how could felling trees some
200 years ago to build sailing ships still be hurting the forest in the
present? The mention of the thousand- of-years-deep hole that still
“aches and aches” there fore calls for re‐categorisation.

One way of doing this would be to accept that the “tree” category
does not neces sarily refer to a singular, separate object, but that it
can be biolo gic ally part of a collective organism. Some trees, like the
North Amer ican quaking aspen, grow in what botan ists call clonal
colonies. Each plant is tech nic ally separate since it has its own root
system, but they propagate by cloning them selves rather than by
seeding. In Tasmania, the endemic Lomatia tasmanica, commonly
known as King’s Lomatia, are plants that can grow up to eight meters
tall and that can indi vidu ally live up to 300 years. But collect ively the
Lomatia are considered to be one of the oldest living plants as it has
been cloning itself for at least 43,600 years, and possibly for as long
as 135,000 years. Not being fire‐resistant, and also because they are
diffi cult to keep alive in cultiv a tion, the Lomatia are now considered
to be crit ic ally endangered. However, indi vidual Lomatia stems are
much too slim to be of any use for building a ship. Besides, the poem
specific ally refers to pine, white oak and elm trees, none of which
species form clonal colonies. So, unless one is prepared to dismiss
the time refer ence as being purely figur ative, it is neces sary to find
other ways to make sense of the metaphor.
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Another way of under standing the lines would be to read them as a
refer ence to the antiquity of primary forests such as the Gond wana
forests, some remnants of which stand on the New South Wales- 
Queensland border, on lands tradi tion ally owned by the Yugambeh
peoples. Gond wana forests are so named because the fossil record
indic ates that the plant and animal species now living there are the
same as in the time of Gond wana (the vast land mass that joined the
Indian and the Australian tectonic plates, among others, until some
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96 million years ago). The website of the South Queens land
Lamington National Park (“Woonoon goora” in the Yugambeh
language) cites “timber‐getters” as those who “spear headed the
onslaught in the search for cedar—‘red gold’” from the 1870s onwards:
“By the century’s end, most of the red cedar, crows ash and white
beech trees had been harvested from the area surrounding what is
now Lamington National Park and the coastal lowland rain forest had
been destroyed.” 3 The heavily- logged Gond wana rain forests of
New South Wales and Queens land have gener ally been replanted with
highly flam mable euca lyptus trees, thus further endan gering the
surviving primary rain forests, since global warming has made fire
events more frequent and devast ating in Australia. The 2019–2020
mega fires, for instance, spread to rain forests that had never been
burnt before. Being aware of these facts helps the reader under stand
why “the ship‐shaped hole in the forest” could be both “thou sands of
years deep” and still be aching in the present.

Both of these read ings, however, perpetuate the objec ti fying gaze
Western indus tri al ised soci eties cast on the natural envir on ment: the
forest is under stood to be a living ecosystem that can be heavily and
durably impacted by human activ ities, but it remains separate,
enclosed in the non‐human category. The third stanza of
van Neerven’s poem succinctly decon structs such assump tions. The
line “No consent was asked from the mater ials of ‘discovery’” links
together Abori ginal peoples whose consent for their so- called
“discovery” was not asked for, and the “mater ials” that is to say the
wood from the forest. Here the Abori ginal peoples and the forest are
the inter change able objects of colo nial pred a tion, which, as Judith
Butler puts it, denies them their “grievab ility”, and there fore deprives
them of their status, their “value” as living beings: “Only under
condi tions in which the loss would matter does the value of the life
appear. Thus, grievab ility is a presup pos i tion for the life that
matters” (14).
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The next lines, however, shift to a different form of continuity
between the human and the other- than-human. Instead of both
categories being objec ti fied, in Yugambeh culture, tree and boat are
acknow ledged as subjects endowed with names and spir itual life, just
like humans. The care taking prac tice of “walking on Country” is
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alluded to in the last lines when the poetic persona addresses the
trees as a way to assess their shared hurt.

In his study of the psycho lo gical and social impacts of colon isa tion on
Indi genous peoples in Canada, Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred wrote
that “colo ni alism is best concep tu al ized as an irres ist ible outcome of
a multi gen er a tional and multi fa ceted process of forced dispos ses sion
and attempted accul tur a tion” (43). This forced dispos ses sion and
cultural discon nec tion have led to what he describes as “polit ical
chaos and social discord”, yet he iden ti fies “the real depriva tion” as
“the erosion of an ethic of universal respect and respons ib ility that
used to be the hall mark of Indi genous soci eties” (43). Agreeing with
Alfred’s view that losing their ethical prior ities consti tutes Indi genous
peoples’s greatest depriva tion, Jeff Corn tassel argues that:
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Being Indi genous today means strug gling to reclaim and regen erate
one’s rela tional, place- based exist ence by chal len ging the ongoing,
destructive forces of colon iz a tion. […] Indi genous resur gence means
having the courage and imagin a tion to envi sion life beyond the state.
[…] This shift means rejecting the perform ativity of a rights discourse
geared toward state affirm a tion and recog ni tion, and embra cing a
daily exist ence condi tioned by place- based cultural prac tices. How
one engages in daily processes of truth‐telling and resist ance to
colo nial encroach ments is just as important as the overall outcome
of these struggles to reclaim, restore, and regen erate home land
rela tion ships. (88–89)

The struggle for the sover eignty of First Nations has often had as
disap pointing outcomes in Australia as in Canada, which is why
resur gence theories prove as relevant in both places, shifting the
focus of the struggle away from trying to fit the legal and onto lo gical
categories of the settler State, and reas serting instead Indi genous
epistem o lo gies through the perform ance of cultural rela tion ality.
In the intro duc tion to Indi genous Resur gence: Decol on iz a tion, and
Move ments for Envir on mental Justice, Jaskiran Dhillon insists
Indi genous know ledge is inex tric ably linked with a distinctive mode
of life. He expands on its daily perform ative dimen sion, distin guishing
it clearly from the kind of last resource “off ground” lore fetish ised by
urban soci eties who imagine it can protect them from
ecolo gical disaster:
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Indi genous know ledge is not a noun; it is not a commodity or
product that can be drawn upon as a last‐ditch effort to be
integ rated into a battalion of adaptive solu tions to save us all.
To acquire this know ledge means entirely shifting our current
patterns of living in the everyday: it is cumu lative and dynamic,
adaptive and ances tral, and it is produced in a collective process that
is funda ment ally centered on the way one relates. (2)

Such a focus on performing cultural caring rela tion ships with what
remains of First Nations’ home lands is all the more vital because of
the extent of ecolo gical and cultural degrad a tion. In “A Love like
Dorothea’s”, writing back to Dorothea McKellar’s 1906 lyric ally
nation al istic poem “My Country”, Alison Whit taker has her poetic
persona lament: “I never lived in time to love a love like Dorothea’s
[…] I can’t get past the concrete and my blak 4 tongue’s gone all slack”.
The weight of despair at all that has been lost makes the process of
“embra cing a daily exist ence of place- based cultural prac tises”
(Corn tassel) partic u larly arduous, but such an embrace is precisely
what reaf firms “home land rela tion ships”. In a powerful article
published in the Guardian on the occa sion of the 2019–2020 fires,
Alexis Wright invited all Australians to inter pret the heavy pall of
smoke that hung over their cities as a call to mourn the destruc tion
of Country: “A dense haze of smoke crawled over Melbourne and
embraced us for a day in its lonely pilgrimage, inviting us to
contem plate its mourning rite, its long prayer” (Wright 2019). At a
time when Australian citizens, state and federal author ities were
mainly concerned with cleaning up, rebuilding and restoring what
today passes as “normality”, Wright was alluding to the Abori ginal
smoking cere monies that are part of tradi tional forms of grieving. By
inviting her fellow Australians to mourn publicly for the flora and
fauna that had been destroyed, Wright was pushing back against
colo nial and neolib eral extract ivist agendas that treat most human
and non‐human lives as if they were dispens able because
“un‐griev able” (Butler). Although younger Abori ginal writers like
van Neerven do not enjoy the same global public visib ility as Wright
today, the poetic economy of their writing also mani fests a resur gent
energy which invites the reader on a hermen eutic journey that calls
for a redefin i tion of onto lo gical categories, and attests to the survival
of rela tional, place‐based modes of existence.
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NOTES

1  Inter view with Tessa Rose, at the 2020 Sydney Writers’ Fest ival, <https://
omny.fm/shows/sydney- writers-festival/ellen- van-neerven-throat>.

2  Pascal Tréguer, “ship shape and Bristol fashion” entry in Word Histories, <h
ttps://wordhistories.net/2017/10/18/shipshape- bristol-fashion/>
(accessed 7 June 2025).

3  <https://parks.desi.qld.gov.au/parks/lamington/about/culture>.

4  The word was coined by multi- media artist Destiny Deacon to reclaim the
colo ni alist epithet and express an urban Abori ginal iden tity that
was authentic.

ABSTRACTS

English
In line with resur gent theories about First Nations peoples (Coulthard,
Corn tassel), this article shows how Ellen van Neerven’s poetic writing in
Throat, specific ally in “A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest”, does not merely
lament the negative impact of colon isa tion but trans forms the negative
space hollowed out by the colon iser into a creative resource. The poem
succinctly reminds the reader of the exist ence of an altern ative view of the
colon ising event and voices an altern ative onto logy. At the same time, the
sailing ship, that positive vehicle of British colon isa tion in Australia Day
celeb ra tions, is inverted to represent a historic viol a tion the impact of
which rever ber ates far back into deep time as well as into the present. The
final part of the study builds on Paul Ricœur’s discus sion of the icon icity
that is specific to the poetic meta phor and of the kind of hermen eutic effort
it requires of the reader (The Rule of Metaphor), in order to show how the
semantic decon struc tion/recon struc tion process called for by the “ship- 
shaped” meta phor consti tutes a form of heur istic action- writing that is part
and parcel of Indi genous resurgence.

Français
Dans la lignée des théo ries sur la résur gence, appli quées aux peuples des
Premières Nations (Coul thard, Corn tassel), cet article montre comment
l’écri ture poétique d’Ellen van Neerven dans Throat, et plus
parti cu liè re ment dans « A Ship- Shaped Hole in the Forest », ne se contente
pas de déplorer l’impact destruc teur de la colo ni sa tion, mais trans forme
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Studies, vol. 3, no. 3–4, 2013, pp. 257–279.

https://omny.fm/shows/sydney-writers-festival/ellen-van-neerven-throat
https://wordhistories.net/2017/10/18/shipshape-bristol-fashion/
https://parks.desi.qld.gov.au/parks/lamington/about/culture


Metaphor as a Vehicle for the Resurgence of a Minority Ontology in “A Ship-Shaped Hole in the
Forest” by Ellen van Neerven

l’espace négatif creusé par le colo ni sa teur en une ressource créa tive. Le
poème rappelle succinc te ment au lecteur l’exis tence d’une vision alter na tive
de l’événe ment de la colo ni sa tion et exprime une onto logie alter na tive. En
même temps, le voilier, ce « véhi cule » idéo lo gique positif de la colo ni sa tion
britan nique si présent dans les célé bra tions de l’Australia Day, est inversé
pour repré senter une viola tion histo rique dont l’impact se réper cute loin
dans le passé ainsi que dans le présent. La dernière partie de l’article
s’appuie sur l’analyse que fait Paul Ricœur de l’iconi cité propre à la
méta phore poétique et du type d’effort hermé neu tique qu’elle exige du
lecteur (La Méta phore vive), afin de montrer comment le processus de
décons truc tion/recons truc tion séman tique appelé par la méta phore dans le
poème constitue une forme d’écriture- action heuris tique qui fait partie
inté grante de la résur gence autochtone.
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