
Fictionj Break} Silence: Language. 

Sheila Watson s "The Double Hook" 

JLX. P A R T I C U L A R Q U A L I T Y i n the l i terature of N o r t h A m e r i c a 
arrests the at tention of the serious reader. It has to do w i t h l a n ­
guage a n d w i t h resolutions w h i c h I believe stem f rom the trans­
p lan t ing of the E u r o p e a n f rom a fixed structure to an open 
setting where custom, structure, a n d language do not exist. 
George G r a n t calls this the break f rom E u r o p e : 

A l l of us who came made some break i n that coming. T h e break 
was not only the giving up of the o ld and the settled, but the 
entering into the majestic continent wh ich could not be ours in 
the way that the o ld had been. It could not be ours i n the old 
way because the making of it ours d id not go back before the 
beginning of conscious memory. T h e roots of some communities 
i n eastern N o r t h Amer i ca go back far in continuous love for their 
place, but none of us can be called autochthonous, because in all 
there is some consciousness of making the land our own. . . . 

T h a t conquering relation to place has left its mark wi th in us. 
W h e n we go into the Rockies we may have the sense that gods 
are there. But if so, they cannot manifest themselves to us as ours. 
They are the gods of another race, and we cannot know them 
because of what we are, and what we d id . (17) 

T h e new w o r l d presents itself as a m o r a l a n d metaphysical pre­
dicament , w i t h the impera t ive of re ta in ing or rep lac ing givens, of 
a ccommoda t ing the content of different histories in to a relat ion­
ship w i t h each other wh i l e m a i n t a i n i n g a delicate balance i n a 
w o r l d that threatens to disintegrate under the extreme pressure 
of that act ivi ty . T h e existential need to be someone somewhere is 
aggravated i n a new w o r l d that is a non-place, an invis ible w o r l d 
w i t h invis ible people i n it . T h e r e is a loss i n the m i g r a t i o n f rom 
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Europe , a n d a discont inui ty between the lives l ived there a n d 
those l ived here. O n e loses history; one loses memory . T h e great­
est loss, however, is the loss of language. 

T o move f rom C a n a d a as nowhere to C a n a d a as somewhere 
involves finding a language. Images of the w o r l d sustained by 
language are de-authenticated i n the new set t ing: the words a n d 
ways of seeing f rom the o ld w o r l d do not work here. H i s to ry a n d 
society, the his tor ical a n d the social , have no referent. T h e new-
w o r l d experience carries a burden of silence, of ph i losophica l 
anxiety, that cannot be removed by the e l imina t ing strangeness 
i n the fo rm of either I n d i a n or landscape. T h i s new w o r l d is, for 
the E u r o p e a n , haunted by absence. Its li terature is hun ted by it 
— seeks i t out. C a n a d i a n l i terature begins w i t h this absence a n d 
the necessity of salvaging f rom i t a k i n d of presence. Necessarily, 
this is an act ivi ty of language, in language. 

T h e loss of language i n the new w o r l d is c r i t i ca l because it is, 
of course, the basis of l i terature. T h e peopl ing of the new w o r l d 
is a zero zone — an unat tached, f loating state disconnected f rom 
the o ld w o r l d yet unconnected to the new. T h i s zero zone of 
removed existence is charged w i t h questions of structure, of 
mean ing , of wha t i t is central for a cul ture to k n o w ; it finds a 
reflection i n wha t we can ca l l a zero zone of li terature. T h i s zero 
zone i n a l i terature must, i n tu rn , reflect a zero momen t of 
language i n w h i c h the silence that accompanies a mig ran t sus­
pension between cultures yields a zero degree 1 of h u m a n i t y itself. 
T h e language of this zero zone is, strictly speaking, silence. N o t 
u n t i l this silence is perceived for what it is — a k i n d of n a m i n g 

— c a n a language appropr ia te for speaking of it become possible. 
W e have — a double hook. 

A silence of this k i n d underlies the l i terature of C a n a d a , a n d 
Shei la W a t s o n addresses it direct ly i n The Double Hook. The 
Double Hook is an act iv i ty of language reflexively m o v i n g i n on 
its o w n energies, m o v i n g out f rom them a long channels of l i turgy 
a n d r i tua l , floating inside a m e d i u m , a sur round , of silence. T h e 
silence is physical , emot ional , theological , eventual ly metaphysica l . 
It invades character a n d event; i t saturates words a n d dampens 
reference a n d resonance. 
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W h y is The Double Hook so unusual i n this way? A n d w h y is 
it , i n spite of this unusualness, so authentic — as the contr ibutors 
to George Bower ing ' s col lect ion of c r i t i ca l essays seem to agree? 
Because The Double Hook is an a rchetypal N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
fiction a n d the a rchetypal C a n a d i a n fiction of this strange 
estranged space where allegory, symbol , a n d language float w i t h 
such self-consciousness. T h i s is w h y it is a very impor tan t book 
— one that awakens echoes, teases out memories, bui lds u n ­
c o m m o n images, a n d uninvents the w o r l d . 

W a t s o n hides m e a n i n g i n words, evokes a picture of a l a n d ­
scape wi thou t descr ibing i t , al lows events a n d actions to be appre­
hended as m u c h by wha t is not on the page as by wha t is : 

James was at the top of the stairs. H i s hand half-raised. H i s 
voice i n the rafters. 

James walk ing away. T h e o ld lady fall ing. There under the 
jaw of the roof. In the vault of the bed loft. Into the shadow of 
death. Pushed by James's w i l l . By James's hand. By James's 
words: T h i s is my day. Y o u ' l l not fish today. (Double Hook 19) 

W h a t she does say is l i t t le more reassuring. She l inks her evoca­
t ion of setting a n d atmosphere to Coyote as cause i n a landscape 
eyed w i t h his spittle ( 2 2 ) , a n d shows a phys ica l w o r l d shift ing, 
i n s u b s t a n t i a l , u n r a v e l l i n g i n t o s t rangeness a n d a b s t r a c t i o n : 
" R o a d s went f rom this to that. B u t the h i l l l ed u p to the pines 
a n d on to the rock rise w h i c h flattened out a n d fel l off to no­
where on the other s ide" ( 3 3 ) . A l l is not as i t appears: a cow 
throws the shadow of a rabbi t , a dead w o m a n fishes, water rises 
i n drought . Percept ion cannot be trusted a n d explanations are 
absent : the uneasy sense of the mysterious that defies attempts at 
def ini t ion but demands a response continues throughout the 
work . M e a n i n g floats i n a n d out of grasp w i t h Coyote 's voice, 
where W a t s o n centres the strangeness of the w o r l d . T h e refusal 
of expl ic i t structure is constant; the pressure to find insight 
intense. 

A useful poin t of access to Watson 's thought a n d to the central 
concerns of the work is the passage where A r a comes d o w n f rom 
the hil ls after seeing the water rise a n d must " te l l someone wha t 
she felt about the o ld lady a n d the wate r" ( 3 3 ) . W a t s o n works 
w i t h the intensities of eternity, infini ty, apocalypse. Eve ry th ing i n 
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the book is par t of a circle of association; this in te rna l tension 
of reference establishes the work ' s power a n d distances i t f rom 
real ism. W a t s o n moves in to an abstract setting that leads the 
reader in to a universe of mystery : 

Beyond James over the slant of the ground A r a saw the path 
down to the creek. T h e path worn deep by horses' feet. A n d 
higher up on the far side she saw the o ld lady, the branches 
wrapped like weeds above her head, dropping her line into the 
stream. 

She saw and motioned w i t h her hand. 
K i p ' s eyes looked steadily before h i m . 
Y o u r old lady's down to Wagners' he said to James. 
She's here, A r a said. 
James turned on his heel. But when he turned, he saw nothing 

but the water-hole and the creek and the tangle of branches 
w h i c h grew along wi th it. 

A r a went down the path, stepping over the dr ied hoof-marks 
down to the creek's edge. She, too, saw nothing now except a 
dark r ipple and the padded impr in t of a coyote's foot at the far 
edge of the moving water. 

She looked up the creek. She saw the twisted feet of the cotton-
woods shoved naked into the stone bottom where the water 
moved, and the matted branches of the stunted wi l low. She saw 
the shallow water p locking over the roots of the cottonwood, 
transfiguring bark and stone. 

She bent towards the water. H e r fingers d iv ided it. A stone 
breathed i n her hand. T h e n life drained to its centre. 

A n d i n a loud voice 
Coyote c r ied : 
K i p , my servant K i p . 

Startled by the thunder, A r a dropped the stone into the water. 

K i p ' s face was turned to the sky. T o the l ight stampeded to­
gether and bawling before the massed darkness. T h e white bulls 
of the sky shoulder to shoulder. 

H e had risen i n his stirrups unt i l the leathers were pul led taut. 
H i s hand reaching to pu l l down the glory. 

A r a looked up too. Fo r a minute she saw the light. T h e n only 
the raw skin of the sky drawn over them like a sack. (35-36) 

T h e landscape here slants, is sl ightly askew: the earth is not 
stable. T h e hooves of horses — sol id , mate r ia l objects — become 
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insubstant ia l : the herd we neither see nor hear has w o r n deep 
grooves into the earth. U p on the far side of the creek, out of 
reach, is the o l d lady. T h e branches are w r a p p e d l ike weeds not 
a r o u n d but above her head, p u l l i n g u p echoes of the snakes of 
M e d u s a a n d monsters w h i c h rise not f rom a shal low creek but 
f rom the sea. She drops her l ine in to the stream : an unChr i s t - l ike 
fishing, d e m a n d i n g answers. 

A r a saw : the verb is repeated to emphasize the act of seeing. 
She makes a silent m o t i o n w i t h her h a n d ; no one sees. K i p ' s eyes 
ca tch the str iped stones a n d the bugs a n d the glory i n the m o o n , 
but not the movement of A r a . Strangely, he does not see the o l d 
l ady across the creek either, even though he has come to tel l 
James that "she's d o w n to Wagner s ' . " A r a ' s interjected "She's 
here" suddent ly cracks open the silence, after she enters the y a r d 
wi thou t be ing seen or heard . James "started r o u n d " a n d again 
" tu rned on his hee l" to ca tch a gl impse of the things that keep 
creeping u p beh ind h i m , bu t too late. H e sees no th ing but the 
apparent ly na tu ra l phenomena of water, sky, creek — the creek 
that he is afra id he m a y be knocked over by to d rown , alone, i n 
an i n c h of water. T h e tangle of branches that cannot be pene­
trated but m a y h ide the o l d lady, the tangle of meanings that 
cannot be comprehended but m a y h ide t ruth, the tangle of words 
that makes these people distrust speech — a l l are d r a w n in to the 
au ra of association. 

A r a steps over a n d a round the hoofmarks that are baked into 
the d r ied earth, l ook ing for sure foot ing a n d finding none. She 
sees the coyote's footprint i n the earth where she expected the 
o ld lady 's — was it Coyote or M r s . Potter w h o w a l k e d here? C a n 
h u m a n being be metamorphosed? T h e water is not s t i l l but 
m o v i n g : the o ld l ady or the coyo te /Coyo te — are they one or 
many? —• the same or separate? — cou ld w e l l have s l ipped into it 
a n d been car r ied away. She looks u p the creek towards its source, 
to w h i c h the o ld l ady is always m o v i n g . T h e water is not deep 
enough to sustain the life of the stunted wi l lows or to flow 
th rough drought . A r a can see th rough the water to the creekbed 
a n d w a t c h the bark of the roots a n d stone of the creekbed being 
transformed. A g a i n , f o rm can change, v is ion can be distorted, 
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percept ion can tr ick. T h e deadness of bark a n d stone comes al ive 
under the mysterious force of the water. 

T h a t water pulls A r a . She bends t oward i t ; her fingers d iv ide 
a n d pass in to it . T h e stones under the water have been g iven life : 
i n her h a n d a stone breathes. A r a is at the edge of m e a n i n g a n d 
W a t s o n tantalizes w i t h its closeness, setting u p expectations that 
A r a w i l l be the source of vis ion i n the work . H o w e v e r , she is not. 
She catches a gl impse a n d " [ T ] h e n life d ra ined to its centre" 
w h e n Coyote cries, but only for K i p . A r a is not ready for the 
revelat ion. She is startled by the thunder a n d drops the stone; the 
v i s ion retreats. 

K i p has heard Coyote and looks to the sky where the l ight a n d 
darkness are dis turbed by the s torm that A r a , i n her p rob ing , has 
caused. T h e sky is al ive w i t h s tampeding a n d b a w l i n g cattle, the 
whi te bulls of the sky w h o fill i t , shoulder to shoulder, as m e n 
w o u l d stand. K i p rises i n his stirrups to grasp the glory w h i c h 
only he c a n see, a glory w h i c h is t ied to Coyote , the u n n a t u r a l 
phenomena , a n d the supernatural animals . T h e glory also marks 
the severe dis turbance of the w o r l d , reminiscent of the c ruc i f ix ion . 
A r a follows K i p ' s gaze a n d for a momen t she too catches a 
gl impse of the l ight before the r a w skin of the l i v i n g sky is pu l l ed 
d o w n , p i n n i n g them a n d their v is ion to the earth. T h e people of 
N i n e v e h are t rapped, b l i n d , i n a shapeless sack. W a t s o n makes 
the sk in of the sky r aw a n d pa infu l , l ike the scraped roots, l ike 
the nakedness a n d vulnerab i l i ty of the people before the eyes of 
the o l d l ady a n d the voice of Coyote . 

The Double Hook is filled w i t h passages charged i n this way . 
Watson 's greatest achievement is i n the energy that crackles out 
of the text w h e n these intersections occur. T h e n the language 
becomes very tense, h ighly formal ized , a n d almost f ractured as 
words are pressed a n d compressed to inc lude every possible associ­
a t ion a n d suggestion of mean ing . Pa radox ica l ly , the movement is 
t oward nonmean ing . T h e language itself neither contains nor 
controls m e a n i n g —• its capaci ty to generate suggestions of signif i­
cance is inexhaustible. W a t s o n inscribes apocalypt ic resonances 
into the text a n d then invites the reader to apprehend w h a t is at 
stake. T o the extent that speech may be a def ining cr i ter ion of 
the h u m a n she pulls it in to that m i n i m a l zero point of h u m a n 
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existence. I n this way she traces wha t leads a h u m a n be ing f rom 
firm fixed g r o u n d in to the u n k n o w n w i t h its promise of revela­
t ion a n d threat of ann ih i l a t ion . Language is s t r ipped, convoluted ; 
it continues to shock by juxtaposing images that are clear, yet 
curiously in tangible . W e cannot tel l d ream f rom reality. 

T h e scope of Watson ' s amb i t i on i n The Double Hook is b road : 
u l t imate questions, the ambiva lence of a l l things, the relat ionship 
of h u m a n beings to t ru th . N o t h i n g is k n o w n : a l l things that were 
k n o w n no longer have the signature of knowledge. W a t s o n is 
documen t ing the emergence of consciousness a n d language i n an 
un fami l i a r w o r l d closer to our interior , m o r a l realities than we 
real ized. M o m e n t s of intense a n d strained language l ike this occur 
at intervals throughout the work . A t these intersections of signifi­
cance she builds mean ing . 

Watson ' s concern w i t h the base structure of h u m a n existence 
comes into focus w i t h Coyote a n d the parrot , bo th of w h o m have 
usurped a def ining characterist ic of h u m a n beings — the abi l i ty 
to speak. W h i l e Coyote is a supernatural creature w i t h undefined 
powers — the trickster of I n d i a n mythology — the parrot is 
s imply a parrot , and odd ly enough, the only real character i n the 
book. 2 T h e parrot almost explodes The Double Hook: the fact 
that i t speaks threatens the structure of the work a n d its mean ing 
— the not ion of an absurd w o r l d a n d of h u m a n k i n d under siege. 
T h e boundaries between h u m a n a n d a n i m a l disintegrate. 

T h e parrot speaks, but its words come f rom the furthest edge 
of m e a n i n g : 

It was the parrot who noticed James and Traf f first. It raised 
a foot. 

Dr inks a l l round, it said, fal l ing from Paddy's shoulder to the 
counter and sidling along. . . . 

T h e parrot swung itself below the inside edge of the counter 
and came up wi th a t in m u g in one claw. 

Dr inks on you, it said. . . . 
James looked up. T h e parrot seemed to be watching h i m over 

the r i m of its mug. 
She was old , James said, speaking to the parrot. (100-01) 

T h e idea of h u m a n beings being human is threatened by the 
parrot 's connect ion to that humani ty , as it is by Coyote 's connec-
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t i on to the supernatura l . B o t h defy defini t ion a n d placement . A s 
a result, bo th threaten the structure of existence. 

T h e intensity of Watson ' s at tention to language extends to the 
w a y the characters communica te w i t h each other. Coyote 's be­
w i t c h i n g of nature a n d his spell over the o ld l ady a n d K i p are 
t ied to the silence that has settled over the c o m m u n i t y . W a t s o n 
shows a distorted w o r l d i n w h i c h words have lost m e a n i n g a n d 
ri tuals are empty of s ignif icance: " T h i s is the w a y they 'd l ived . 
Suspended i n silence. W h e n they spoke they spoke of hammers 
a n d buckles, of water for washing , of rot ted posts, of ringbone 
a n d dis temper" ( 4 3 ) . A s w e l l as deny ing a c o m m o n doc t r ina l 
backg round W a t s o n denies r i tua l , the h u m a n response to a m b i v a ­
lence (F le tcher 3 4 3 ) , by m a k i n g it unava i lab le . T h e entire c o m ­
m u n i t y is t r apped between silence a n d meaningless sound w i t h 
the W i d o w w h o calls on G o d whi le deny ing c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d 
contac t : " D e a r G o d , she cr ied. T h e n she stopped short. A f r a i d 
that he migh t c o m e " ( 5 5 ) . O n l y A n g e l appears to realize that 
a l though people retain their i nd iv idua l i t y i n c o m m u n i t y — " I 
never k n e w m e n y o u cou ld n a i l together l ike boards" ( 8 6 ) — 

i n d i v i d u a l strength need not m e a n w i t h d r a w a l a n d silence. 

W a t s o n uses F e l i x to represent the sp i r i tua l regeneration of the 
c o m m u n i t y a n d the c o m i n g of language. H e discovers m e a n i n g 
a n d brings significance a n d sacredness back in to h u m a n speech : 
i n h i m the almost forgotten echoes of the mass, one of the t r ad i ­
tions bui l t in to the rhythms of speech i n the val ley, resound. F e l i x 
is su r rounded by a strange, blessed peace, alone w i t h his dogs 
a n d dreams a n d i n silence save for his fiddle. H i s curious stasis is 
f ramed by the language a n d memory of half-forgotten r i t u a l : 

T h e cup which Ange l had put into his hand, her bitter going, 
he 'd left untouched. Left standing. A something set down. N o 
constraint to make h i m drink. N o struggle against the dr inking. 
N o let-it-pass. N o it-is-done. S imply redeemed. C l a i m i n g before 
death a share of his inheritance. (38) 

W a t s o n places on Fe l ix ' s dreams, words, a n d actions the signifi­
cance of Chris t ' s words on the cross a n d the bitter cup of G e t h ­
semane. H i s blessed peace threatens to become the isolat ion of the 
d a m n e d , however, as he realizes his isolat ion, w h i c h W a t s o n keys 
to the absence of words : 
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I've got no words to clear a woman off my bench. N o words 
except : K e e p moving, scatter, get-the-hell out. 

H i s m i n d sifted r i tual phrases. Some half forgotten. You ' r e 
welcome. Put your horse in . Pu l l up. Ave Maria. Benedictus 
fructus ventris. Introibo. 

Introibo. T h e beginning. T h e whole thing to live again. H i s 
father knowing them by heart. God's servants. T h e priest's ser­
vants. T h e cup lifting. T h e bread breaking. Domine non sum 
dignus. Words coming. T h e last words. 

H e rolled from his chair. Stood barefoot. H i s hands raised. 
Pax vobiscum, he said. 
T h e gir l lifted her head. She licked the saliva from the corner 

of her mouth. 
W h a t the hell , she said. 
G o i n peace, he said. . . . H e ' d had his say. Come to the end of 

his saying. H e put a stick on the fire. There was nothing he could 
do. (51) 

A g a i n W a t s o n calls u p the echoes of the mass, the annunc ia t ion , 
the eucharist, the last words of the last supper, but changes their 
m e a n i n g by their juxtapos i t ion to "get-the-hell ou t " a n d " P u t 
your horse i n , " the now-s tandard r i tua l phrases. Fe l ix ' s m ix tu re 
of l i t any is nonsense. H e comes to the end of his saying, t rapped 
t ragica l ly i n words that should m e a n but do not. 

T h e m i x t u r e of words a n d images i n his dreams, coupled w i t h 
Lenchen ' s need, begins to b r ing h i m to an awareness of the w o r l d . 
I n his dreams a n d memories — " I mustn ' t forget, he thought , I 
mustn ' t forget" ( 68 ) — he begins to relate the fragments of 
r i t ua l to m e a n i n g i n his life. H e comes alive, haunted by the 
impera t ive of speaking, s truggling to remember w h a t words to 
say a n d wha t they m e a n : " W h a t cou ld he say, F e l i x thought . A l l 
the w ay u p the road he 'd been t ry ing to fo rm the words" ( 7 8 ) . 

H e speaks to A n g e l first i n the words of blessings a n d forgiveness, 
a n d then i n his o w n words of need. H i s t ransformation is c o m ­
plete at the b i r t h of the c h i l d w h e n he is metamorphosed, but 
un l ike the o ld lady, in to life rather than death. W a t s o n brings 
F e l i x in to speech a n d the c o m m u n i t y into life w i t h the b i r t h of 
the c h i l d , a n d then she defuses the intensity of the text by hav ing 
F e l i x retreat f rom his newly-awakened spir i tual i ty in to prac t i ­
cal i ty as he assumes responsibili ty for feeding the people i n his 
house. 
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F o r F e l i x this is a significant movement out of stasis in to 
reali ty, but it signals a break i n the text. W a t s o n has de termined 
that the m e a n i n g of language holds the final resolution, yet she 
ends the w o r k w i t h Coyote 's words c l a i m i n g credit for the c h i l d : 

I have set his feet on soft ground; I have set his feet on the 
sloping shoulders of the wor ld . (134) 

She undercuts the new w o r l d by Coyote 's speech a n d James's 
con t inu ing den ia l of memory a n d speech ( 1 2 6 - 2 7 ) . Instead of 
the powerfu l a n d creative j o i n i n g that James's a n d Lenchen ' s 
u n i o n c o u l d have been, only shadows of the past t r ad i t ion hover, 
offering no strength or basis for a renewed r i tua l or mean ing . 
W a t s o n tries to effect a new significance by h a v i n g Coyote 's voice 
consecrate the young saviour, but she leaves questions floating i n 
an ambigu i ty that m a y w e l l be essentially C a n a d i a n (Kroe t s ch 
a n d Bessai 2 1 5 ) . W i t h the loss of their ri tuals, nat ive a n d E u r o ­
pean, the people have lost their protect ion against the env i ron­
ment . T h e l a n d , w h i c h W a t s o n impl ies can be E d e n or hel l , is 
fierce a n d destructive because there is no th ing to mediate between 
it a n d the people there. T h e y are indeed figures i n a g r o u n d f rom 
w h i c h they cannot be separated — t h e y have been infected w i t h 
the sterility a n d a r id i ty of the hil ls a round them. 

W h a t happens to people wi thou t language, w i thou t r i tua l , 
w i thou t a re l ig ion of beauty, w i thou t a sense of the sacred? 
W a t s o n lists the choices: violence, insensibili ty, stasis, inv is ib i l i ty , 
silence. Shadows float th rough a landscape that is darkened 
d u r i n g the day a n d suffused w i t h l ight at night . Those shadows 
are wha t h u m a n beings have become — no more substantial than 
the vague shadows of cups l i f t ing a n d bread break ing or of F e l i x 
w h e n he sheds his flesh a n d delivers his namesake. T h e rituals 
that were once the basis of h u m a n m e a n i n g have been neutra l ized 
by t ime a n d displacement : they no longer funct ion as either 
a r t i cu la t ion or defence. T h e y require t ime, history, a n d con t inu ­
i ty, a n d they are s imply absent i n a n unestablished society. W h e n 
people lose their rituals they lose their balance — the dis t inct ion 
between metaphysica l a n d mate r i a l blurs — a n d their language as 
we l l . Watson 's c o m m u n i t y is i n a cond i t ion of deconstructed 
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language. T h e c l ichés that saved both face a n d t ime w h e n c o m ­
m o n meanings were understood n o w d a m n : they obstruct h u m a n 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d dr ive people further in to themselves a n d 
silence. T h e language the h i l l people use does not resolve itself 
but hides meanings i n crevices and al lows words to be used as 
wal ls a n d weapons. 

I n The Double Hook W a t s o n deals w i t h the p rob lem of dis­
t inc t ion between people a n d place, between m e a n i n g a n d non -
mean ing . She also addresses the question of language — both for 
her characters a n d for l i terature i n C a n a d a . I f the words used to 
ar t iculate the relat ionship to place a n d to people are not authen­
tic registers of consciousness, the l i terature cannot sustain legi t i ­
mate mean ing . F i n d i n g the right words requires a contract 
between the i n d i v i d u a l a n d experience, something that is not 
always as s t ra ight forward i n this country as one migh t assume. 
C a n a d i a n s are a t tempt ing to l ive w i t h i n their o w n experience 
wh i l e absorbing a history that teaches that the experience of else­
where is our o w n . B u t that cannot a n d does not work . T h e denia l 
of here a n d the d e m a n d that the al ien experience there replace 
it , even though there does not exist for us, is an impossible con­
d i t i on for a social construct or a l i terature to bear. It does not 
mat ter a great deal wha t Joyce said of I re land or W o o l f of E n g ­
l a n d — the count ry stands, secure enough i n its g round ing , aware 
enough of its history, cer ta in enough of the memories that give it 
mean ing . A s Stanley C a v e l l puts it, a n d we c a n read N o r t h 
A m e r i c a as his reference, "before there was Russ ia , there was 
R u s s i a ; before there was France a n d E n g l a n d , there was France 
a n d E n g l a n d ; but before there was A m e r i c a there was no 
A m e r i c a . A m e r i c a was discovered . . . " ( 3 4 4 ) . It does matter, 
desperately, wha t W a t s o n or K l e i n or M a c p h e r s o n say of C a n a d a 
because the concept of the country m a y not be able to bear the 
r ad i ca l quest ioning of reason, mean ing , a n d t rad i t ion . I n C a n a d a 
the stress of the t ransi t ion to the new w o r l d lays bare r aw nerves 
— the m e m o r y of t r auma , the knowledge that " m y coun t ry" is 
somewhere else. Perhaps, as Robe r t Kroe t sch says, the fiction does 
make us real ( " C o n v e r s a t i o n " 6 3 ) : W a t s o n has come very close 
i n The Double Hook to m a k i n g us real, authentic , legit imate 
inhabi tors of this l a n d . 
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K r o e t s c h calls the process of finding a language a n d uncover­
ing structures " u n h i d i n g the h i d d e n " ( " U n h i d i n g the H i d d e n " ) . 
T h i s is exactly wha t W a t s o n does i n The Double Hook. R a t h e r 
than mytho log iz ing W a t s o n demythologizes — she undoes the 
L a t i n l i turgy a n d puts the words of the Psalms i n the m o u t h of 
an a n i m a l . W a t s o n comes very close to a n absurdist, silent w o r l d 
where h u m a n existence is l i t t le more than the repetitions of 
Es t ragon a n d V l a d i m i r . She shows the possibility, necessity, a n d 
me thod of u n n a m i n g , but she refuses to reduce the proposi t ion to 
n o t h i n g : she disintegrates the w o r l d but stops before she reaches 
wha t migh t or m igh t not furnish the m e a n i n g i t needs to be 
rebuil t . H e r language is extremely tense a n d control led w h e n she 
approaches the parrot a n d Coyote because i t is here that the 
threat to the s t ructur ing principles of humanness is most real a n d 
her quest ioning threatens to totally unrave l the w o r l d . W i t h the 
descent f rom speech comes the descent f rom humanness, w h i c h 
W a t s o n is u n w i l l i n g to fo l low. The Double Hook constantly 
oscillates between the grasp a n d loss of mean ing , between the 
authent icat ion of words a n d the retreat in to the language of the 
o ld w o r l d to redress a n d counterbalance the confusion. T h e 
h u m a n m i n d demands explanations. Those explanat ions are very 
difficult to catch a n d h o l d i n Watson 's w o r l d . 

The Double Hook necessarily leaves one uneasy about the 
w o r l d the h i l l people inhab i t a n d about one's o w n w o r l d , about 
the nature of h u m a n being that C a n a d a allows a n d supports. T h e 
N o r t h A m e r i c a n necessity of assembling a new order is real ly a 
very r ad i ca l act of creat ion because it involves not s imply the 
supplan t ing but the wncreating of a previous experience. Canada ' s 
order has been bui l t on the uneasy compromise between o l d a n d 
new, the unwil l ingness to substitute, a n d the horr ib le dread of 
being left w i t h no th ing . N o r t h A m e r i c a is haunted by a sense of 
absence — i n C a n a d a i t is expressed i n the eternal p roblemat ic 
of cul ture a n d ident i ty — a n d the anxiety that w i thou t a struc­
ture of mean ing , however i n v a l i d , the image of the h u m a n m a y 
disappear. T h e wr i te r o n this continent is i n a pecul iar posi t ion 
because, if the role of t ransmit t ing the past to the present a n d 
future is accepted, a past must be found , w i t h i n the writer 's or 



S H E I L A W A T S O N ' S " D O U B L E H O O K " 77 

someone else's experience, or i n the imag ina t ion . E x i s t i n g i n the 
absence of m e m o r y involves unfixedness, uncer ta in ty about the 
va l id i ty of one's o w n existence. T h e absence of language is a yet 
further remove. 

W a t s o n avoids the distinct his tor ical a n d social f ramework to 
w h i c h the C a n a d i a n imag ina t ion is so often leased a n d the pub l i c 
language so frequently used. She refuses to posit C a n a d a as a 
secure social structure w i t h eternity i n place. It is impossible for 
anyone outside The Double Hook to w a l k the val ley as i f it is the 
universe, but pecul iar ly that is exactly wha t Watson 's figures do. 
T h e world- in- i tself phenomenon is not the cond i t ion of C a n a d a , 
but some things i n The Double Hook very near ly are. W a t s o n 
strips the work of a l l surface level conventions, lets the w o r l d 
float, a n d makes the setting nowhere, d e m a n d i n g recogni t ion of 
the silence a n d invis ib i l i ty that su r round the experience of 
C a n a d a . She realizes that it is necessary to m a i n t a i n the authentic 
m e a n i n g of words or risk everything, that the l imi ts of language 
are indeed the l imits of the w o r l d ( Wit tgenste in , q td . T h o d y 1 5 ) . 

U l t i m a t e l y , inauthent ic meanings destroy a cul ture more finally 
than silence ever cou ld . Watson 's language is not referential, but 
w i t h it she creates a w o r l d that was not previously visible a n d 
that cannot usual ly be seen i n C a n a d a or i n C a n a d i a n li terature. 

N O T E S 

1 Watson used this term in an interview with me in February 1982. 
2 The parrot lived in a hotel in the Cariboo that became the setting for 

The Double Hook. 
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