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 "The corn people have a song too.
 It is very good"
 On Beauty, Truth, and Goodness

 J. EDWARD CHAMBERLIN

 Let me begin with a short piece, set down by the anthropologist Franz

 Boas in the 1920s and made widely available by Jerome Rothenberg
 as his opening selection in Shaking the Pumpkin: Traditional Poetry
 of the Indian North Americas. Here it is, in translation from the west
 ern Pueblo dialect of Keresan:

 long ago her mother

 had to sing this song and so

 she had to grind along with it

 the corn people have a song too

 it is very good

 I refuse to tell it (Rothenberg 3)

 Some years ago, a country singer by the name of David Allan Coe

 recorded "You Never Even Called Me By My Name," a song writ
 ten by his friend Steve Goodman (who also wrote "City of New

 Orleans," for the folk musicians out there).1 Goodman told him that

 he thought it was the perfect country-and-western song. Coe replied

 that it was not the perfect country-and-western song, because he

 hadn't said anything about mama, or trains, or trucks, or prison,

 or getting drunk. So Goodman sat down and wrote another verse,
 which went like this:

 Well, I was drunk the day my mom got out of prison

 And I went to pick her up in the rain

 But before I could get to the station in my pickup truck

 She got run over by a damned old train.
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 Chamberlin: "The corn people have a song too." 67

 That did the trick, Coe admitted; it now was the perfect country
 and-western song.

 The purpose of this little bit of music history, other than a chuckle

 first thing in the morning, is to highlight our insatiable appetite for

 cultural stereotypes?they are, after all, the way we organize the
 world, as well as its literatures; and accordingly, this Pueblo poem

 might be said to be the perfect Aboriginal performance, with the

 last line being the clincher, just like Goodman's last verse. "I refuse

 to tell it." Exactly what you'd expect of an Indian, full of mischief,

 mystery, and a well-developed siege mentality. There is a keeper of

 the keys, who is a trickster and perhaps also something of a thief,

 working an inside job by fashioning his own song out of someone

 else's (a tradition, in every sense, to us); there's an ancient heritage,

 wrapped around a storyteller's habit?"long ago," he begins, con
 juring up both time immemorial and "once upon a time"; and there

 are the compulsory rituals, echoing an artist's compulsions?"had
 to" is repeated twice in six lines. The songs are rooted in the land

 and rise up from it, in a harvest of corn, and the people accept these

 gifts of grace in a good way, which is to say in song. The circularity

 is crucial, for songs here have both material and spiritual agency,

 bringing the corn people together into community as surely as a
 constitution or a covenant and placating the spirits of place without

 whom there can be no community. They offer much more than a

 textual code to be deciphered; like a genetic code, these songs deter

 mine destiny; and in them the Pueblo people realize themselves as
 chosen, bound into a covenant of words and ceremonies that for

 tify them in a world filled with conflict and confusion ... as the

 world always is, even the Aboriginal world. "As it is written in the
 Psalms of David," says the Rastafarian elder Mortimo Planno, recall

 ing biblical covenants, "to Every Song is a Sign and I always Sing the

 Songs of the Signs of the Time."2 The corn songs and their ceremo

 nies are that kind of covenant for the Pueblo people, and like all

 such covenants?and like all languages?they both hold the people
 together even as they keep others apart. "I refuse to tell you." If you

 don't know the words?and more importantly, if you don't believe

 the words?you don't know anything. Knowledge and belief are two
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 sides of the same coin (once again, a tradition?this time a herme
 neutic tradition?to us).

 Or maybe, like the Aztec creator god Quetzalcoatl depicted as an

 ouroboros, knowledge and belief are both beginning and end. The

 end of the Pueblo poem is indeed very like the beginning of many

 of the poems we credit in our literatures?I'll keep with English
 for convenience here?defying interpretation even as they demand

 belief. "I saw eternity the other night," says the seventeenth-century

 mystic Henry Vaughan, at the beginning of his poem "The World."

 Didn't you? "I like a look of agony," says Emily Dickinson. Don't
 you? "So much depends upon a red wheelbarrow," says William
 Carlos Williams, "glazed with rain water beside the white chickens."

 What exactly is it that depends on that red wheelbarrow, we ask? I

 refuse to tell you, replies?or rather implies?the poet, sending us

 both on to the end of the poem and back to the beginning.
 So this Pueblo poem follows a familiar model: it has the mischief

 of riddle and the magic of charm; its heritage is signaled symboli
 cally, in precisely the sense that C. S. Lewis described in his book on

 medieval allegory when he said that the symbolist leaves the given

 to find that which is more real; it posits knowledge and presumes
 belief, both private (in thought and feeling) and public (in cere
 mony); and, in an archetypal literary contradiction, it claims clarity

 while creating mystery.

 Finally, at the end of the performance we never know whether

 the speaker knows what he means or means what he says. And
 we never know what happened or whether anything happened.
 "Garwbe," say the Indigenous Khoikhoi herders of southern Africa

 when they begin a story or a song. It means the happening that is

 not happening.3
 These are the tricks of the trade for singers and storytellers all

 over the world, including the poets and playwrights and prose writ

 ers we celebrate in our literary canons. We have developed a critical
 currency to account for this and to make it comfortable, but it is

 the twcomfortability, the strangeness, that is crucial; it is the defa

 miliarization, the alienation, the incompleteness, the indeterminacy,

 the ungrammaticality that remind us that the belief and the knowl
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 edge that we embrace (or that embrace us) are always accompanied

 by doubt and that the literariness that we look for in a text is to be

 found in the strange ceremonies that certify beauty and truth and

 goodness.
 But there are really no such things as beauty and truth and cer

 tainly not goodness, we say, being twenty-first-century skeptics. But

 that Pueblo poet seemed to think there was?"the corn people have

 a song / it is very good"?and unless we think we know better, we'd
 better listen up.

 Let me step back for a moment to talk about comparative literature

 in Canada and the relative absence of Aboriginal literatures in our

 discipline. I have ranted and raved about this before, and I'm not

 here to repeat myself or to make everyone feel badly. That's been

 part of the problem. Feeling badly is not a foundation for good lit

 erary criticism. Humility and respect, on the other hand, are indis

 pensable; and along with humility in the presence of Aboriginal
 traditions, we must also have respect for our own and for what we

 bring to the texts?as long as we bring it, as the Anishinabek leader

 Rodney Bobiwash used to say when he began one of his many acts
 of civil disobedience, in a good way. I am trying to make a few ges
 tures toward that way.

 But we do have to face some facts. Canadian attitudes?includ

 ing many academic attitudes?toward language reflect a circus of
 imperial, colonial, reactionary, and revolutionary ideals, none of

 which have served Aboriginal peoples very well. The relatively few

 languages spoken in settler societies have sustained a lingering sus

 picion that Aboriginal languages are not up to the task of dealing

 with complex thoughts and subtle feelings, and from time to time

 our agents have taken the matter in hand by deliberately suppress

 ing or destroying them. Sometimes these attitudes and actions have

 been fostered by the hierarchy that equates writing with civilization.

 Sometimes by anxiety about how diversity of language?and the
 different thoughts and feelings they determine?create divisions.

 And sometimes by the assumption that Aboriginal languages are
 dying out, since we don't hear them very often.
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 But there is a rich treasury of Aboriginal languages still spoken
 here, many as different from each other as Chinese is from Ger

 man, and all of them?like languages everywhere?changing with
 everyday speech even as they are held fast in established ceremo

 nies. There are about a dozen families of Aboriginal languages in
 Canada?linguists continue to argue over classification?and over
 fifty distinct languages within those families. Some of these are
 endangered, but many of them are still widely spoken, and all of

 them have a heritage of story and song, occasionally preserved in

 the Indigenous equivalent of medieval Latin or classical Arabic.

 Why then is it so rare for these Aboriginal languages and their

 forms of imaginative expression to find a place in comparative lit
 erature? Where are the literatures, oral and written, of the Native

 peoples of North America. They are here, I know, and some of us

 are working with them. But it is surely remarkable how few of us

 are doing so, especially when we are?and, believe me, we are?in
 Aboriginal territory as I speak.

 The problem is complex. My own graduate students have almost

 unanimously turned to the familiar literary traditions, ancient and
 modern, of settler societies in Europe, Asia, and the Americas, and

 occasionally Africa. There are good reasons for this?getting a job
 is certainly one of them?but given that I have supervised almost

 forty PhD students and have sat on over a hundred doctoral com

 mittees, many of them as cross-cultural and interdisciplinary as any

 in the academy, it is surely surprising that of the thirty or so lan

 guages in which students of mine have worked only one of those

 is a North American Aboriginal language; and that scholar (Keavy

 Martin), who is working in Inuktitut, is my last. The one before her

 (Ian MacRae), who defended in 2006, was planning to work with
 the Kogi in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of Colombia, but political

 conditions interfered, which is of course a perennial challenge, along

 with the closed character of some communities?both Aboriginal
 and non-Aboriginal, I should add?and the difficulty of obtaining
 oral and written texts. And the one before him (Levi Namaseb), who

 also finished in 2006, worked with a couple of the Indigenous lan
 guages of southern Africa, the Khoikhoi and the Khoisan?from the
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 Hottentot and Bushman families?one of which he spoke as his first

 language and the other he learned from the twenty or so speakers
 still alive. All of which raises several other questions, one being the

 scarcity of native speakers in the academy, a second the lack of writ

 ten resources?and therefore the need to spend time in the commu

 nities?to learn them, and a third the precarious state of some of

 the languages. One thing we can and should do across the country is

 pool our scholarly resources; another is to make many more adjunct

 appointments of skilled native-speaking theorists and practitioners

 from the Aboriginal communities, in a model that our faculties of

 law and medicine have been following for over a century.

 So maybe there is a bit of momentum. But not enough. Postco

 lonialism has not been much help, though it has made some of us

 feel better. Unfortunately, its geography of centers and margins, and

 its geology of action and reaction, often reinforce the dominance

 it seeks to replace; and its fondness for European, Asian, and lately
 African theoretical models maintains an Old World gaze. Most of

 all, its pseudopolitical fascination with what is behind or beneath

 or bearing down on or uprising from texts turns them into docu

 ments of public and private conditions, rather than monuments
 to the human imagination and its capacity for belief. Theres noth

 ing wrong with that, of course?it can provide admirable cultural

 history?but it is not what we do. And it is certainly not the way
 to understand what the Pueblo poet meant when he said "the corn

 people have a song too / it is very good." For that, we need to get
 closer to what he means by "good," closer to the pleasures?the
 actual experience?of performance, closer to the wonder that is at

 the heart of Aboriginal expression and of the beauties and truths

 it reveals. Otherwise, we mediate the delight and muffle the dread,

 focusing on the gossip rather than the gospel, forgetting that a work

 of art is first and last an experience, not a statement about expe

 rience or an abstraction from experience, and running away from

 that experience?with all its indeterminacies and incompletenesses,

 its surprises and strangenesses, and its anxieties of spiritual influ

 ence?into our relentlessly secular theoretical garrisons.
 And yet, once again, we know better. We know that the seduc
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 tions of song are always unnerving, like the nonsense of riddles. We

 know that if we lose them, we lose everything. We know that the

 traditions within which we work have often accommodated spiri

 tual presences. And we know, deep in our hearts, that the human

 ity?and the humanities?that we share with Aboriginal peoples is
 founded upon these experiences.

 I used to think the problem had a lot to do with the differences

 between oral and written traditions, despite generations of scholar
 ship on them. But Homer and Shakespeare, with their wonderful

 confusions of text and performance, are among our icons; and our

 courts, our churches, our parliaments, and our schools are arenas of

 highly formalized oral performance, so we must know something
 about this. And while I am the first to insist that we need to under

 stand both oral and written traditions better (along with the cogni

 tive and cultural dynamics of reading and listening, which is where

 I think we really need some new scholarship), I also think we need

 to close the gap that scholarship has opened up between them, and
 concentrate instead on the ways in which they both sustain core ele

 ments of human community and creativity.4 The literatures of the

 Native Americas offer an opportunity to do so.
 I am well aware that there are those who will quarrel with my use

 of the term literature to include the oral performances that represent

 a major form of imaginative expression in Aboriginal societies; but I

 know of no other word that catches the way in which language?the

 medium of literature, after all?figures largely in these traditions (I

 like John Miles Foley's maxim that "oral traditions work like lan

 guage, only more so" [57]) and no other word (than literature) that

 respects the "writing without words" in woven and beaded fabric, in

 carved wood and stone, and in the intricate choreographies of danc

 ing and drama, which are a central part of many performances.5

 So I think the word literature is appropriate, not in order to appro

 priate the character of these texts to Euroamerican models but to
 remind ourselves that these texts deserve an attention that acknowl

 edges their aesthetic and intellectual character, their beauties and?

 inseparably?their truths, instead of reducing them to evidence in a
 cultural, historical, political, or psychological casebook. Also, there
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 is good precedent, none better than that of the exceptional Alaskan
 scholars Richard and Nora Marks Dauenhauer?Richard trained in

 comparative literature, Nora in her native Tlingit knowledge and
 belief?who use the word literature to describe the narrative and

 lyric and dramatic traditions that they include in their multivolume

 Classics of Tlingit Oral Literature.61 am happy to follow their lead.

 My only suggestion would be to change the name of our discipline

 to comparative literatures.

 When it comes to comparative oral literatures, few people are
 more important than Marcel Jousse?a name many might not
 recognize, though he has been a powerful influence on the major

 Western theorists of orality in the twentieth century.7 Jousse taught

 at the Sorbonne in the decades following Ferdinand de Saussure,
 but his interests were in the styles rather than the structures and

 norms of language. He used the word style in a nineteenth-century

 way, to refer to the essential qualities of a tradition, the elements that

 make it what it is?as when we refer to a "renaissance style." Hexis,
 Aristotle would have said, a word which came into Latin as habitus;

 so in medieval times, when you learned a language it was said you

 had the habit of it (Frye 14). Jousse was convinced that the habits
 of reading gestures and of listening to words developed very early

 in human society, in something that he called "oral style." It is not a

 style of speaking, according to Jousse, but a performance in which
 the physical presence of the performer is crucial and where gesture

 and movement are fundamental; and it depends upon memoriza
 tion. This is where Milman Parry, Albert Lord, and Walter Ong took

 up the tale, though much more narrowly than Jousse proposed. For

 him, the oral style both underlines the difference between the teller

 and the tale, or the letter and the spirit, and makes it impossible to

 distinguish between them.

 Though Jousse traced his interest in this back to his peasant
 roots in rural France and to his interest in biblical traditions of per

 formance, he did not believe that oral style was either ancient or

 primitive. On the contrary, it was something we all share, if we don't

 destroy it in the benighted forms of education that he railed against.

 Oral style is common to humanity, according to Jousse, not cultur
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 ally determined, though it is inevitably informed and inflected by

 language?he spoke and wrote a half dozen himself, both ancient
 and modern, both dead and alive. Interestingly, at the same time

 Jousse was presenting these arguments in France, Edward Sapir and

 his student Benjamin Lee Whorf in the United States were remind

 ing everyone how language shapes thought and feeling and behav

 ior and how universals are to be found in the ceremony of language
 itself?ceremonies like that which Jousse identified in a universal

 oral style and like others recognized in the reading practices that

 developed after printing became popular four or five hundred years

 ago, or, not to miss an opportunity for my favorite polemic, after

 hunting and tracking began forty or fifty thousand years ago.8

 Literary critics on both sides of the Atlantic and the Pacific were

 paying attention?this is a good place, here by the Salish Sea (a.k.a.

 Georgia Strait, near Vancouver) where I am writing this, to remind
 everyone that the Atlantic is not the only ocean in the world!?and

 were returning to what Hugh Kenner once called our central intel
 lectual concern, language. Especially the notorious New Critics, who

 argued that aesthetic judgment and artistic creativity are informed

 by the same instincts and who advocated close attention to the
 autonomous text and to the ways in which beauty reveals rather than

 expresses truth and nourishes the spirit. When Wallace Stevens gave

 the speaker of his great dramatic monologue "The Idea of Order at

 Key West" the words "Whose spirit is this? we said, because we knew

 / It was the spirit that we sought and knew / That we should ask this

 often as she sang," he was marking the trail for the New Critics and

 (though he did not realize it) following in Native American foot

 steps, just as he was when he meditated on the impossibility of sepa

 rating the singer, the song, and the subject.

 I know that talking about New Criticism is like telling a dirty

 joke in polite company. And I know that New Criticism eventually

 became a parody of itself and was rightly called to account. But I

 think it is worth revisiting its early advocates and considering the

 company they kept, to take stock of where comparative literature

 has come from and where it might go.
 Let's listen, for a start, to John Crowe Ransom, one of the critics
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 most closely associated with New Criticism and a member of the
 misremembered group (which included Sidney Hirsch and Allen

 T?te) who gathered together in Nashville at Vanderbilt University in

 the midst of the Great Depression, resisting what they referred to as

 "the high caste Brahmins of the old south" and vesting authority in

 the text, not in the critic.9 Their journal was called The Fugitive, and

 their ideal was wandering Ishmael. In a remarkable and remarkably

 difficult passage, Ransom identified a literary text?a text worth
 the attention of reader and critic?as one that reveals "the kind of

 knowledge by which we must know what we have arranged that we
 shall not know otherwise" (Ransom x). It is an academic version

 of "the corn people have a song too / it is very good / I refuse to
 tell it." It is Paul Ricoeur's hermeneutic circle, wherein there is no

 interpretation without belief and no belief without interpretation.

 It is George Steiner's fourth and final type of difficulty, which he

 calls ontological. And it is that old trickster Jacques Derrida, say

 ing "f/ tiy a pas cThors-texte"?there is nothing outside the text (Of

 Grammatology 158).10 All we have is the text, which if it is good will

 reveal truth?a.k.a. knowledge?in a culturally conditioned beauty,

 certified by our pleasure, and sanctified by our belief

 Ransom is often credited with the coining the term New Criti
 cism, from the title of a book he published in 1941, but in fact "The

 New Criticism" was first announced thirty years earlier in a lecture

 with that title published in 1911. It was by Joel Elias Spingarn, at the

 time chair of comparative literature at Columbia University and
 cofounder (in 1903) of the first academic Journal of Comparative Lit

 erature in the English-speaking Americas.11

 Who was he, anyhow? Well, when a later?and to most of us bet

 ter known?version of the journal Comparative Literature (founded

 in 1949 at the University of Oregon) reviewed M. H. Abramss mag

 isterial work on the history of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century

 ideas, The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), it was praised by Rene Wellek

 as "the most distinguished contribution of American scholarship in

 [the history of criticism] since the work of J. E. Spingarn" (178).

 So he was a somebody. In 1911, he was an unruly somebody, bless

 him, proposing a new criticism to replace the grab-bag of sociology,
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 psychology, dogmatic historicism, reactionary idealism, and deca

 dent impressionism that passed for literary criticism in his day. H. L.

 Mencken called him "magnificently unprofessorial, fly[ing] violently

 in the face of the principles that distinguish the largest and most
 influential group of critics," whom Mencken went on to describe as

 grown-up sophomores who lack the intellectual resilience for tak

 ing in new ideas, and who exhibit alarm in the presence of anything

 not packaged and labeled by their predecessors (180). In their place,

 Spingarn called for critics of toleration, wide information, and gen

 uine hospitality.

 But in 1911, the year his essay "The New Criticism" was published

 by Columbia University Press, he was fired. It doesn't seem like a

 very tolerant or hospitable response on the part of the administra
 tion, but in fact?and I'm not sure whether you will be relieved or

 disappointed to hear this?he was fired not for advocating the new

 criticism but for defending a colleague, one Harry Thurston Peck.

 Peck, it seems, had sent some candid love letters to a young lady,
 clearly hoping for something more than a correspondence; but in

 the wacky way of the world when things didn't work out she turned

 around and sued him for breach of promise. Peck was quickly
 deserted by his wife and his friends, and then by his university,

 which fired him; but he was not deserted by Spingarn, who hardly

 knew him but as a matter of principle moved a resolution in his
 favor at the faculty council. The president of the university suggested

 that Spingarn should follow Peck into the sunset, since he obviously

 didn't belong in their polite company. (Those were the days when

 clubbability was crucial in the academy. Sometimes I think it still

 is?we've just changed the club rules.) Spingarn refused, forcing the

 president to fire him and sending the story to the front page of the
 New York Times.

 Fortunately, he went on to a distinguished career: he cofounded

 the publishing house of Harcourt Brace and Company; he used
 his not particularly clubbable ways to settle a longstanding dispute

 between the disciples of W. E. B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington,
 who had frustrated every other attempt; and then?in an astonish

 ing initiative for anyone at that time, much less a New York Jew?he
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 helped establish the National Association for the Advancement of

 Colored Peoples, the NAACP, born in the grim shadow of lynch

 ings but based on the inspiring idea of a unified black movement

 that might change American society. Spingarn was its second
 president, and he was the chairman of its board for twenty-seven

 years from its founding in 1913 right up until his death in 1939. He

 is still remembered for the Spingarn medal, awarded annually for

 outstanding achievement by an African American, with recipients
 that include DuBois himself; Marian Anderson and Paul Robeson;

 Langston Hughes and Richard Wright; Jackie Robinson and Hank
 Aaron; Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King Jr., and Jesse Jackson; and

 Alvin Ailey and Jacob Lawrence.

 Not an obvious New Critic, you might say. Well, yes and no.
 Spingarn, like those who followed him, was deeply anti-authoritar

 ian and dedicated to respecting difference, while committed to the

 essential stability of texts through time and place. The New Criti
 cal unease over intention?which has its roots in nineteenth-cen

 tury ideals of impersonality and its most eloquent expression in an

 exchange of letters in the mid-1930s between C. S. Lewis and E. M. W.

 Tillyard?embodies the resistance to an unstable individualism
 that claimed credit for the truths and beauties and goodnesses of

 works of art. For the New Critics, these were?as T. S. Eliot pointed

 out?the product of tradition as much as of individual talent.12 The
 Pueblo poet knew that too.

 Spingarn wrote elegant essays on writers from Dante to Milton
 and Bacon to Boccalini, and he edited the literary essays of Goethe.

 At the same time, he celebrated and supported the work of African

 American writers during the Harlem Renaissance, acknowledging
 their struggles in the same way he did those of the artists during the

 troubled times of the European Renaissance. He was acutely aware

 of the particular social, economic, and political conditions of the

 artists?and especially the marginalized artists?of his time; and
 in order to acknowledge their courage and creativity in a proper

 way?a good way?he insisted that the field of comparative litera
 ture needed to "wipe out"?that was his phrase?the old classical
 rules and the old European themes, which were narrowing the field
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 of imaginative force that texts offered. To analyze a work in relation

 to arbitrary rules that do not emerge from the text, he argued, erects
 a wall between the critic and the work and creates an illusion of

 universality that masks the genuine thing. Determinations of genre

 should be made only from within the tradition, not imposed on it;

 and false dichotomies of form and content, or style and subject?
 always tempting when working across languages and cultures and

 when dealing with traditional performances?only obscure mean
 ing and obliterate value.

 Meaning and value. Though the basis of any theory of interpre

 tation and evaluation, those words sound suspiciously?and con
 tentiously?old-fashioned, like beauty and truth and goodness. They

 may be?though I'd prefer to call them retro, hoping for a revival?

 but whatever we call them I'm wary about throwing them away.

 Old-fashioned is what Aboriginal traditions often are; and maybe,

 just maybe, we might find some common ground by using old-fash

 ioned concepts that generate respectful and rigorous attention to

 texts and traditions, rather than patronizing concern about every

 thing else. We might also avoid the mistake?and it would be a very

 significant mistake?of thinking that such concepts as beauty and
 truth and goodness, with different names but a similar hold on the

 imagination, have not been talked about and turned over among
 Aboriginal peoples for millennia; or that their response to them has

 not been as complex, and occasionally as contentious, as it has been

 in non-Aboriginal societies. We don't want to run the risk of behav

 ing as though beauty is for Europeans and Asians and maybe some

 Africans, the way courts sometimes behave as though truth is some

 thing Aboriginal people don't tell.

 One of the problems facing us lies right there, with an unliter
 ary attention to truth; and the result is that much of the work in

 understanding Aboriginal traditions of performance has focused on

 the documentary and evidentiary requirements of legal or historical

 discourse, and much less on beauty that fills us with dread as well as

 delight, and on the artist's need to put on a mask in order to tell the

 truth. Nobody puts on a mask more convincingly than Aboriginal

 artists in performance?or more correctly, for doing it incorrectly
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 results in a blur of words and gestures rather than in the blend of

 beauty and truth that characterizes literature.

 During the DelgamUukw trial, a major Aboriginal rights case
 (named after the elder in whose inherited name the action was
 brought) seeking recognition of the traditional territory of the Gitk

 san and Wetsuwet'en peoples in northern British Columbia, one
 of the other elders?Antgulilibix (Mary Johnson)?was telling her
 add!ox?the cycle of stories and songs that were in her custody?to

 the court. At a certain point, she said that she must sing a song. The

 judge (Allan McEachern) balked, for the request seemed to flaunt

 the protocols of his court. He tried to explain how uncomfortable
 he felt having someone sing in his court. He said that it was unlikely

 to get him any nearer the truth that he was seeking. He asked the
 lawyer for the Gitksan whether it might not be sufficient to have
 just the words written down and avoid the performance. Met with a

 dignified intransigence, he finally agreed to let Antgulilibix sing her
 song; but just as she was about to start, he fired his final salvo. "Its

 not going to do any good to sing it to me," he said. "I have a tin ear."

 Judge McEachern was roundly criticized for his comments, both
 by the wider community and by the Supreme Court of Canada,
 which later heard the case on appeal and reversed his decision in
 favor of the plaintiffs; and he became known locally as "old tin ears."

 It was a stupid thing for him to say, since he wasn't the least bit inter

 ested in the song or its music anyway, having decided?perhaps rea
 sonably?to keep himself immune from charm, or song, and from
 beauty. He was after the truth.

 But in another sense it was also a smart thing to say; for he did
 have a tin ear, and he could not have heard the music of the song or

 appreciated its beauty, even if he were interested in doing so. Most
 of us go through life assuming that we could make music as well as

 meaning out of Mary Johnsons song. For the Antgulilibixes of the
 world, it is a sinister assumption. It is an assumption that under
 standing artistic performance comes naturally to the sympathetic
 eye and ear. It does not. It requires what Northrop Frye used to call

 an educated imagination. And like the judge, we often come to the
 text uneducated. Increasingly, we also come looking for truth and
 forgetting about beauty.13
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 Mary Johnsons song was a thing of beauty. In it, the drumming

 of the wings of a ruffed grouse is transformed into a lament for the

 dead and the memory of a totem pole carved and raised in their
 honor. The music?the drumming, the dissolving of the distinction

 between sound and sense, what Samuel Taylor Coleridge (referring

 to Plato) called "the dear gorgeous nonsense of imaginative figura

 tion" (211)?may be unfamiliar to many of us; but we can recognize

 its elegiac power. And if we remember our own ceremonies of belief,

 we can understand why Mary Johnson needed a moment of haunt

 ing beauty at the center of historical truth, not as a relief from that
 truth, but as an intensification of it?and, within the tradition of

 literary performance to which it belongs, a verification of it. Beauty

 is truth, truth beauty. The judge couldn't acknowledge this, dedi
 cated as he was to an unmediated truth. But we have no such excuse;

 and indeed our profession is committed to recognizing the insepa

 rability of form and content, of beauty and truth. If we do our job

 properly, we may even be able to help trial judges with theirs. After

 listening as best he could to Antgulilibix, the judge said he believed
 her, but not her story. In a work of literature?which is what that

 song signaled?such a dichotomy is untenable.
 In the forty years I have spent working with Aboriginal commu

 nities in Canada, the United States, Australia, and southern Africa

 on the stories and songs that are used in the performance of land

 claims, I have heard more professional talk by elders and other wise

 men and women about beauty and truth and good ways, and about

 the accommodation of interpretation and belief, than I have in our

 contemporary humanities. Not that any of us, Aboriginal or other

 wise, can define beauty and truth and goodness. But we know them,
 and we believe them, when we encounter them. And we do so most

 compellingly in our experience of a work of art.

 Standards of correctness are the custodians of that experi
 ence?which is why Antgulilibix had to sing that song at that time,

 in that place, in the regalia she wore, to the people gathered there.
 And these standards are embodied in the idea of a canon, the last

 on my list of dirty words. But it, too, needs to be put in context. It

 was Charles Sprague Smith, probably also unknown to most of us,
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 who brought the concept into the academy in the Americas. Smith

 was a predecessor of Spingarn at Columbia University, and he was

 the founder of the Comparative Literature Society in 1895, which he

 began not in order to nourish academic careers but to foster under

 standing across the new linguistic and cultural communities in New

 York through the shared reading of books. Sprague's Comparative

 Literature Society was the forerunner of the People's Institute in

 New York, which through the 1920s sponsored lectures to comple

 ment the adult-education seminars put on by the public library
 system and which also organized discussions at the Cooper Union,

 the Manhattan Trade School, and across town at the Labor Temple,

 where the philosopher Will Durant taught. Their foundational texts

 came from a canonical list that constituted what were eventually

 referred to as "great books," the nineteenth- and twentieth-century

 version of the good songs that the Pueblo poet identified in the corn
 field, and the scholars and teachers who took them up were the ones

 whose work helped shape our discipline. They worked in the field,

 to pick up a term used by the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowksi

 to refer to the need to move out into the community. Sometimes, it
 seems that for all of our much-vaunted social conscience, we have
 retreated to the verandah.

 The specific list of books that they started with came from the

 British Working Mens Associations (which included women from
 their beginnings in the middle of the nineteenth century) and the

 Mechanics' Institutes, old-fashioned reading and recreation clubs.
 Sir John Lubbock?the founder of prehistoric archaeology who
 coined the terms Paleolithic and Neolithic and a naturalist whose

 work was acknowledged in The Origin of Species, as well as the most

 effective reform parliamentarian of Victorian England?had edited

 a series of a hundred books for these readers, published during the

 1890s by George Routledge not in fine leathers and elegant designs

 but in sturdy bindings, priced from one shilling to three and six.

 Nor were they by any means all of the same sort. Some were light

 hearted, others much heavier going; and along with a wide range of

 classical and contemporary European literary, historical, philosoph
 ical, natural, and social scientific texts, they included a translation of
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 the Qur'an, the Shi King from the Chinese, the Shah Nameh of the
 Persian poet Firdausi, and the Indian drama Sakoontala. The books

 were selected by Lubbock, as he described in an essay titled "The
 Pleasures of Reading," because they were worth discussing, and dis

 agreeing about, and delighting in. That was his "standard of correct

 ness." All this was premised on the idea that the text was its own
 teacher, an idea that has never endeared itself to those who want to

 be superior to the text but that is useful to keep in mind.

 These principles were shared, more or less, with others at Co
 lumbia. Franz Boas himself?who collected the Keresan text I

 began with?had just been appointed chair of a new department
 of anthropology there (with the first PhD program in North Amer

 ica), bringing various disciplines together?as comparative litera
 ture does now?and requiring scholars to learn the languages of
 any cultures that were the object of their critical attention?again,
 as comparative literature does now. Boas then insisted that cultural

 phenomena are worthy of being studied for their own sake?not for
 our sake, but for their own sake, serving their own ends (which of
 course have to be discovered by the diligent scholar). This phrase?
 for their own sake?echoes the call of art for arts sake, as Boas and
 others tried to make the point that the arts of Aboriginal commu
 nities were no less autonomous and no more "functional" than the

 arts of so-called old-world societies. Making this point is as impor
 tant now as it was then.

 Literary associations remained on the minds of Boas's students.

 When Ruth Benedict paid tribute to Boas in her presidential address

 to the American Anthropological Association in 1947, she reminded

 anthropologists of the importance of his approach by quoting a lit
 erary critic, the formidable Shakespeare scholar A. C. Bradley: "We

 watch what is, seeing that so it happened and must have happened"
 (Bradley 33).14

 Franz Boas has been blamed for many things, some of them
 justifiable. For those of us who live on the West Coast, there is his
 theft of a Nuh-chal-nuth whaling shrine for display at the American

 Museum of Natural History in New York. It was gathered up not in a

 demonstration of white superiority but as a celebration of what Boas

 considered truly great Indigenous art, from a tribal community that
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 he thought was on its last legs; and it was brokered by an Aboriginal
 person. But it should not have been taken. That said, Boas's influ
 ence was enormous, and without him we would not have the lin

 guistic archeology of Edward Sapir; the scrupulous transcriptions
 of the Haida done by his student John Swanton, upon which Robert

 Bringhurst relied for his remarkable though inevitably controversial

 translations; or the inspirational fieldwork among the Sioux of Ella
 Deloria, another of Boass students and the aunt of Vine Deloria Jr.,

 perhaps the most influential?and certainly the most contentious?
 Native American scholar of his generation.15

 Which brings to mind a story that Vine Deloria Jr. told me in
 one of my many conversations with him during a winter I spent in
 Colorado in 1995. He had been asked to conduct a series of televi

 sion programs with elders about traditional tribal practices. Deloria

 was widely respected by the Native community throughout the
 United States, but to get off to a good start they decided to begin
 with the Lakota Sioux, Deloria's own people, living on the banks of

 the upper Missouri River. Setting up the first interview, Vine talked

 with several elders, and one of them?we'll call him Fred?agreed,
 even suggesting some ceremonies they might like to talk about. The

 camera crew arrived, spent the morning preparing, and then one
 lovely spring afternoon, high on the banks of the river with a view

 that Vine said was straight out of one of those nineteenth-century
 photographs taken to record the vanishing Indian, Fred and Vine
 sat down to talk. Vine brought some tobacco, of course, and they
 smoked it. Vine opened the conversation. "Fred, I understand your

 people had some traditional ceremonies that took place right here,
 on the bluff. Can you tell me about them?"

 "Can't remember any, offhand," said Fred.

 "But... but... what about..." sputtered Vine.
 "Can't remember," said Fred. "Nice view from here though. Hope

 those boys get some good pictures."
 Vine tried every trick he knew?and Vine knew a lots of tricks?

 to get Fred to talk, including telling some stories himself. But noth

 ing, nothing at all, from Fred... the silent Indian.

 By this time the sun was starting to go down, and the camera

 crew, by now completely exasperated, started packing up. Just as
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 they were almost finished, Fred turned and said, "Vine, did I ever tell

 you about the sacred grove of birch trees down there by the river?"
 "No", said Vine.

 "Well," continued Fred, warming to the topic, "we used to take

 the birch to build our canoes from that grove," and he went on to

 describe how they would make a cut twenty feet long and strip the

 bark from around the trunks of the massive trees, a single strip

 enough for one canoe. And how they did it only at a special time
 of year, signaled by the arrival of certain birds and the location of
 particular stars, with specific songs and sacred ceremonies?all of
 which he described in detail.

 Meanwhile, the camera crew were falling over themselves trying

 to get set up again, and when they were nearly ready, with the light

 the lovely color of early evening, they signaled to Vine that he should

 get Fred to stop talking and start over. So they began once more,

 with the sitting down, the sharing of tobacco, and the opening invi
 tation from Vine. "Fred, I understand your people had some tradi
 tional ceremonies that took place down there in the birch grove, by
 the river. Can you tell me about them?"

 "I just did," said Fred. "Weren't you listening?"

 Fred played them for three days, Vine told me, telling lots of tales

 about the Lakota traditions but not one on camera. They got noth

 ing?or at least nothing that they were looking for, nothing that
 suited their purposes.

 But Vine was no mean trickster himself, and thinking about it
 later I realized that there were two sides to his story, as there were to

 Fred's storytelling. The first was "I refuse to tell it." The second was

 "I just did. Weren't you listening?"

 According to the tenets of what he called New Criticism, John
 Crowe Ransom defined a poem as a loose logical structure with a
 good deal of local texture. Since my talk has probably come pretty
 close to that, I'll end with a real poem, returning to the Pueblo and
 my mischievous friend?and for five wonderful years, my colleague
 at the University of Toronto?Simon Ortiz. The poem is called "The
 Creation, According to Coyote," and it's about a trickster who takes

 story and song seriously.
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 "First of all, it's all true."

 Coyote, he says this, this way,

 humble yourself, motioning and meaning

 what he says.

 You were born when you came

 from that body, the earth;

 your black head burst from granite,

 the ashes cooling,

 until it began to rain.

 It turned muddy then,

 and then green and brown things

 came without legs.

 They looked strange.

 Everything was strange.

 There was nothing to know then,

 until later, Coyote told me this,

 and he was b.s.-ing probably,
 two sons were born,

 Uyuyayeh and Masaweh.
 They were young then,
 and then later on they were older.

 And then the people were wondering
 what was above.

 They had heard rumors.

 But, you know, Coyote,

 he was mainly bragging
 when he said (I think),

 "My brothers, the Twins then said,

 'Let's lead these poor creatures
 and save them.'"

 And later on, they came to light

 after many exciting and colorful and tragic things of adventure;
 and this is the life, all these, all these.
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 My uncle told me all this, that time.

 Coyote told me too, but you know

 how he is, always talking to the gods,
 the mountains, the stone all around.

 And you know, I believe him.16

 NOTES

 This piece is the full text of Chamberlin's keynote address to the Canadian

 Comparative Literature Association, presented at the University of British

 Columbia on May 31, 2008, shortly before his retirement. Though specifi

 cally concerned with comparative literature's historical (and contempo

 rary) underrepresentation and often overt exclusion of Indigenous voices

 and texts in its scholarly concerns, his comments offer both an interdisci

 plinary perspective and an important transnational challenge for scholars

 in Native literary studies.

 1. The song was apparently cowritten with John Prine, though he has
 never taken credit.

 2. From a history of Rastafari titled The Earth Most Strangest Man, tran

 scribed from the handwritten original by Lambros Comitas, then with the

 Research Institute for the Study of Man in New York, and given back to

 Mortimo Planno, also known as Ras Kumi, in a ceremony at the University

 of the West Indies in Jamaica in 1997.1 published excerpts (with Ras Kumi's

 permission) in a special issue of Index on Censorship titled "Tribes: Battles

 for Land and Language," which I coedited in 1996; the full text has circu

 lated in the Rastafarian communities, but not far beyond.

 3.1 am indebted to Levi Namaseb, whom I mention below and who now

 teaches at the University of Namibia, for this translation.

 4. David Olson has provided valuable new insight, and a sense of current

 international scholarship, with respect to reading in his book The World on

 Paper: The Conceptual and Cognitive Implications of Writing and Reading,

 and Jack Goody's extensive research in Africa has helped frame some of the

 key questions. The corresponding scholarship on listening is surprisingly
 limited.

 5. This phrase provides the title for a book edited by Elizabeth Hill and

 Walter D. Mignolo, Writing without Words: Alternative Literacies in Meso
 america and the Andes. There is other important work being done on the
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 transmission of meaning and value in graphic and material form in Indig
 enous traditions around the world, in books such as C. M. Kreamer, M. N.

 Roberts, E. Harney, and A. Purpura's Inscribing Meaning and Ann Fienup

 Riordan's exhibition catalogue Yuungnaqpiallerput, showing (in a quote from

 Fienup-Riordan's book) how "everything that is made?all the implements
 and adornments of life?causes us to remember" (Fienup-Riordan 3).

 6. The volumes published so far include Haa Shukd, Our Ancestors: Tlin

 git Oral Narratives (1987), Haa Tuwunaagu Yis, for Healing Our Spirit: Tlin
 git Oratory (1990), Haa Kusteeyt, Our Culture: TlingitLife Stories (1994), and

 An?oshi Lingtt Aani K? I Russians in Tlingit America: The Battles of Sitka,
 1802 and 1804 (2008).

 7. Jousse's Le style orale has been translated by Edgard Sienaert and Rich

 ard Whitaker; Sienaert, in collaboration with Joan Conolly, has also trans

 lated Jousse's magisterial Vanthropologie du geste as The Anthropology of
 Geste and Rhythm.

 8. See Chamberlin, "Hunting, Tracking and Reading."

 9.1 am quoting from the editorial in the first issue of The Fugitive, pub

 lished in April 1922.

 10. Derrida's categories are outlined in George Steiner's On Difficulty
 and Other Essays; Derrida's comment is from Of Grammatology.

 11. Spingarn's essay subsequently appeared as the title essay of The New

 Criticism: An Anthology of Modern Aesthetics and Literary Criticism, edited
 by E. G. Burgum and published in 1930.

 12. The Lewis and Tillyard correspondence originally appeared in Essays
 and Studies between 1934 and 1936, and was published as The Personal Her

 esy: A Controversy (1939), preceding W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley's

 "The Intentional Fallacy" by a decade. Eliot's essay titled "Tradition and the

 Individual Talent" appeared in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criti
 cism (1920).

 13. Judge McEachern's comments are recorded in the transcripts of the

 DelgamUukw trial (1987-1991), finally decided (in favor of the plaintiffs) by

 the Supreme Court of Canada on December 11,1997. BC Studies devoted a

 special issue to the trial and judgment, and a book of excerpts, cartoons, and

 commentary from the trial, compiled by Don Monet and Skanu'u (Ardythe

 Wilson), was published in 1992. Leslie Pinder wrote a powerful monograph
 titled The Carriers of No: After the Land Claims Trial (1991), and Dara Cul

 hane authored a scholarly study, The Pleasure of the Crown: Anthropology,

 Law and First Nations (1998). Richard Overstall and Susan Marsden played
 a key role during the trial (and afterward) in providing a context for these
 stories and songs.
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 14. Bradley is referring to our experience of drama?in particular trag

 edy?and cautioning against bringing notions of morality or utility to bear

 on that experience.

 15. Robert Bringhurst's translations of Masterworks of the Classical Haida

 Storytellers appeared in three volumes: A Story as Sharp as a Knife: The Clas

 sical Haida Mytheliers and Their World (1999); Nine Visits to the Mythworld:

 Ghandl of the Qayahl Llaanas (2001); Being in Being: The Collected Works of

 a Master Haida Mythteller, Skaay of the Qquuna Qiighawaay (2002).
 16. The text of this poem is taken from Simon Ortiz's Woven Stone.
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