INTERNAL BLEEDING OF THE BODY POLITIC

The Life and Work of Grandin Conover
  
Why did we think fascistic methods, the subversion of civil and human rights, would be contained somewhere else? Because as a nation, we've clung to a self-righteous false innocence, eyes shut to our own scenario, our body politic's internal bleeding."   
			--Adrienne Rich, "Poetry and Commitment"
  
Introduction
  
In 1972 the original publication of Ten Years, by the University of Massachusetts Press, was posthumous. Grandin Conover committed suicide in June 1969. He was 32. His promise as a writer had been evident for some time. He won national prizes and fellowships from high school on, and his plays had been professionally produced in Chicago and New York. His critical and editorial talents were recognized as well. The Nation hired him as literary editor, and Time Inc had him editing its multivolume history of World War II. For those who knew Grandin, his death signaled an extraordinary passing--of a dear, endlessly inventive friend and raconteur, a great appreciator of people, and a talent emerging at a breakneck pace.
  
Many mourned the immense potential that died with him. But one friend, James Scully, writing to Grandin's parents, chose to focus on what he had already achieved: "Grandin, unlike most of us, left something of himself behind. Something by which we might know him: his words. They're not mere words, either. . . . [H]is poems . . . are the result of genius and hard, punishing work. It took an unbelievable amount of courage to write them."  
 
Perhaps because they were punishing as well as thrilling to read, the poems that impressed Scully and the editors at the University of Massachusetts Press were not widely or perceptively reviewed. Virtually authorless, and despite Scully’s indispensable notations on how to read them, they were ignored. Perhaps readers were discomfited by Conover's prescient projection of a twentieth (and now twenty-first) century America hellbent on a collision course with itself.
  
Nearly four decades later, in company with Scully's original commentary, Conover’s poems reappear in a new Azul edition, with a slightly altered title: 10 YEARS. In our already ravaged century and faltering nation, Conover’s poems are more timely than ever. The criminal core of the world Grandin saw into has so exposed itself that, paradoxically, it inflicts a kind of ‘collateral illumination’ on his life and work. History has realized the promise of his art by taking the lid off his vision of an ideal America betrayed by its dystopian reality. 
 
Few poets today write with Conover’s targeted, aphoristic intensity. His style, with no immediate precedent, is not easy to characterize. Even in his own time––when mid-twentieth-century poetic styles ranged from the ironically detached through the 'confessional' and on to various cultural radicalisms––it did not fit in. The intensity, as much intellectual as emotional and transpolitical, was too naked and unironically sly to be lived with.
  
Conover puts on the page what most of his audience would deny, recoil from, even censor: that human beings, as ecstatic beings--transported by passion or conviction so intense, so 'out of time,' as to obliterate any and all rationalizations or proscriptions-may trample even their own most cherished values or sentiments.
  
The martial artistry with which Conover goes after his (and our) country’s weaknesses was hardly something he learned in school. "I stayed away from American 'history'" [at Swarthmore], he wrote, "because I wanted to read about that on my own.” Indeed, he read and lived himself into a mastery of the history of his own era--a history most Americans would not recognize or admit to.
  
The Conover family lived in Arlington, Virginia, and Grandin graduated from Washington & Lee public high school. His father arrived in D.C. during the New Deal and spent his career working for the government. "I never had the remotest sense of racial prejudice,” Grandin wrote. “When I'd been a little kid, my father had climbed out on the porch roof and told me and all the other kids in the neighborhood who'd been having a rock battle in the front yard that we should never throw rocks at each other and that we should never be racially prejudiced."   
  
The early 1950s . . . Along with a school pal who had a car, Grandin discovered D.C.'s black jazz clubs. One in particular, called the Booker T, pleased him mightily during his teenage years. Writing a freewheeling memoir-letter to a lover late in his short life, he described the Booker T scene: "I looked about eight years old, but I forged my driver's license and became the friendly white boy who wanted to learn how to dance. And, baby, dance I did.  All through high school I didn't do anything but drink and dance and make love to two beautiful black girls who put on a floor show with torches . . . The black side of Washington was the only good thing that happened to me there. I was callous and wouldn't face up to the suffering that was going on, but in those days it seemed to me that the blacks were the only people who knew how to have fun in our cities. And I just wanted pleasure. . . .  My parents and I had gone our separate ways. We respected each other but they didn't ask questions.”   
  
Grandin felt he’d been “hustled”--his word--by his parents into attending Swarthmore. Though not an accomplished or very happy student at first, he graduated with honors in English and with a reputation as a writer, actor, and playwright. Given that he wrote his poems and stories in voices other than his own, the step into playwriting seemed natural. Several short plays he wrote over vacations were staged at Swarthmore; theatre people who attended encouraged him to pursue a theatrical career. After winning a Sputnik-inspired National Defense Fellowship to study for a doctorate in English at the University of Connecticut, he was in demand there as an actor--primarily, he said, because his haggard visage and voice allowed him to play elderly gents.
  
But it was during high school and college vacations that Con (as he came to be called) became acquainted with the machinery of American history. He held clerical jobs at the Pentagon that required security clearance. During one summer he worked on the secret Polaris Missile project in California, arriving in San Francisco, coincidentally, with the first stirrings of Beat culture.
 
In the early sixties as a Washington Post clerk-acolyte he attended Presidential news conferences. Writing to a friend he explained why: "except for the first three rows which are televised and therefore necessarily filled with the flacks who have to ask Him questions, there is nobody else in the auditorium but copy boys who have been cornered into going in order to fill up the room and improve the acoustics; real reporters get it all much more conveniently from television." The President was in the same room with Grandin; in time they’d be in the same poem.  
  
His Pentagon jobs also introduced him, by rumor and personal experience, to the homosexual subculture of the federal government. Some homosexuals were caught and arrested; at least one committed suicide. Grandin felt they were courting exposure. “[A] lot of very strange things began to happen to me in the white bars of Washington . . . I never paid any attention to the homosexuals until one night a guy in the State Department struck up a conversation. And that was the end of my youth. . . . Washington was hysterical at that time because of McCarthy. And guys were going queer because they wanted to get caught."   
  
Grandin mastered the lingo, the vices, and the thought synapses of Washington's political class. He took being an American so seriously it became an obsession and, eventually, an overriding presence both in his poetry and in As the Hawk Sees It, his first and finest full-length play. His passion for America transcended patriotism. "I always thought of America as an art form, I suppose. . . . The United States was the only 'thing' I ever deeply loved," he wrote in his farewell memoir-letter to the person he admitted loving the most. "And, unfortunately, that included Washington, D.C. most of which I hated on sight." Grandin had other obsessions--sexuality; sanity and insanity; the illusions of humanism; the true nature of the human species--but his country remained his most pervasive.
  
While working for the government Grandin researched life in the U.S. embassy in Berlin during those paralyzed days just before Germany invaded Poland. He conceived a complex, morally disturbing drama that he spent his most productive hours in grad school plotting and composing. In 1960 a late, lone draft of the play, As the Hawk Sees It, was stolen from his car in Greenwich Village. The theft forced his hand. Choosing the stage over the lectern he quit UConn and set about reconstructing the lost play. In fall 1961 he submitted it to a contest organized by a young community theater company in Chicago, where it won out over 50 submissions. In February 1962 it opened to rave reviews and even made some money. He was, it seemed, on his way.   
  
Despite the reviews, one reviewer so impressed he called Conover a major new playwright, and despite acquiring a legendary agent, Hawk never achieved a New York production. Why? Possibly, because the play’s major character commits an act of conscience that New York audiences would find unconscionable: she turns her own daughter over to the Nazis to spare the life of her daughter’s playmate, a homeless refugee. The play culminates in this one act of horrific compassion--drawing into itself, as into a vortex, the savage implacable certainties of the prewar build-up: the garden of the American embassy with bombers flying overhead, singing Wehrmacht troops marching by, homeless yet murderous refugees invading from the park, gutless and courageous diplomats, children trying to cope with the killers in their homes, and a mother fighting to comprehend these multiple disasters. The plotting is beyond brilliant. The final catastrophe--unleashed by a secretly filmed sexual act, intrinsically an act of love--destroys the mother’s reputation and her husband’s career. The dialogue is sharp, poetic when called-for, and tough as 1940s film noir. At the same time its philosophical resonance reaches toward Ibsen and Brecht. It is an American masterpiece waiting for the American theatre to get serious again.
  
Grandin, in an application to the National Endowment for the Arts, summed up the then current choices for playwrights:
  
“Most serious contemporary playwrights today have adopted an attitude of total despair which precludes any real artistic investigation into the way we live today. However theatrically effective, their plays seem to me a series of clever conclusions presented with all the mannered attention to technique appropriate to exercises which make no attempt to present us with a just image of ourselves and actually camouflage the most significant dramatic issues which confront us.”
  
Another, more characteristically humorous view of the playwright's lot, is this rodomontade from a letter written to Jim Scully:
  
"I've changed agents. Am now connected with Audrey Wood, a grand old lady who lists Williams, Inge and Arthur Kopit on her tax forms. Just on an off chance I sent her a copy [of As the Hawk Sees It] in June [1962] and got a gracious and wholesome reply and she asked me if she could have copies retyped and submit around town. Since the other agent never has done this trivial thing I agreed by the next post, thereby putting off a letter to you, excuse . . . Anyway, my old agent, unfortunately, writes occasionally, tantalizingly, of money being secured for me. So, not desperately . . . more wistfully greedy, I haven't told him of the new arrangement. Nor can I tell the new arrangement about the old arrangement until I cut it off. I'll lose both of them I tell myself late at night tossing about in bed listening for the telephone for telegrams of denunciation and the long stream of cold, untheatrical abuse. They have other clients, why shouldn't I have a harem of agents? That's what I cry out in a fever of unrequited bigamy. Then I think about how if they found out they'd laugh, briefly, have another martini, and stroll off together arm in arm in the general direction of the White Way to the latest Richard Rogers musical, a show neither represents, but the profits of which they split about equally as the two major investors."
  
The virtuoso chord changes in Grandin's riff underscore his knack for finding metaphors that will keep his quicksilver emotional life playable: (a) the aspiring poor-boy writer knocking on doors (b) is caught-out on a guilt trip--he hasn't divorced his first agent yet has consummated an agreement with a new one--whereupon he dissolves his 'bigamy' into a farcical harem, (c) for which he punishes himself in an improv reminiscent of Charlie Chaplin in "Modern Times," left outside the theater looking in, while the agents make a killing off--not agenting--but backing a musical.  
  
None of this suggests how ambivalent Grandin became toward what he was doing, nor how deeply he valued individual friends and co-workers, or how much he enlivened the communities he joined (however briefly), or how fearless he was when working, loving, drinking, interacting, and writing. It is fitting that he was, in his youth, a tumbler.  Remarkably, he managed to internalize the physical dangers and the antithetical ideologies that plagued mid-century politics and brinkmanship. His painfully acquired way to deal with threatening situations in which he personally found himself, on the street (where he'd taken his lumps a few times) or in the workplace, was to avoid letting himself be trapped, to find instead a perch from where he could see what was going down, as does the hawk in the title of his powerful historical drama. Yet since Grandin is never strictly spectatorial (on the contrary) he could not resist swooping down into the thick of things. 
  
This hawk-like mesh of perception and reflex reveals itself also in Grandin’s complex understanding of his and others’ sexuality. In his day homosexuality was generally considered an aberration, a sickness, even a crime. This was before the watershed Stonewall Rebellion, which began only two days after Grandin's death. Yet he believed that what we now call gay life was an alternate norm--because he encountered (and accepted) it everywhere. At the same time he felt something potentially or actually destructive in homosexuality, and was conflicted about his own sexuality. As in "Homosexuality":
  
In men I find no trust
You alone in this gay bar
	Interest me and I waltz
Dreaming of women
	As the desert dreams of rain.
  
"Poetry and women always saved me from anything queer. Women were always terrific . . ." he wrote in the memoir-letter that spills everything. In that same document he writes of a German woman he lived with, whom he clearly loved, both powerfully and deeply--a relationship that ended when she had to return to Germany.  Except for an early family excursion to Canada, Grandin never left the United States.
  
Even if Grandin was edgy with some aspects of his sexuality, or maybe because he was, his curiosity and openness drove him to further sexual exploration. By the end of his life he believed there were not two sexes, nor three or four, but thousands. This was the era in which Norman O. Brown coined the term “polymorphous perversity,” referring to indiscriminate whole-body infantile eroticism, which is not hierarchical or concentrated in any particular part of the body, e.g., the genitals. In general sexuality was being decategorized. Grandin was, in this and much else, empirical. His mission was to mistrust even hip wisdom and formulations--to understand humanness in action.  Human is as human does, not as it is imagined or supposed to be.  But to conventional minds his empiricism, as figured in his poems, caused unease. One friend saw in his last poems only appalling self-hatred.
 
Grandin was only too familiar with psychiatrists. He underwent the care of many, having clearly and desperately needed treatment for his mental illness. On several occasions his hyper or manic state led to commitment and therapy, including electro-shock. He was hospitalized in mental care facilities at Yale-New Haven, the National Institute of Mental Health in D.C., St. Vincent's and Bellevue in Manhattan. He even worked briefly for a psychiatrist, Karen Horney, transcribing notes on patients in her New York City clinic. On recovering from his spells of mental illness he'd return to demanding jobs: at the Post, at a private school, at The Nation, and at Time Inc. Throughout, he continued to imagine and write dramas. He made remarkable use of his institutionalizations--as in A Place of Meeting, a shorter play in which a young man, about to be committed to a mental institution, wages a devastatingly eloquent struggle to claim his right to live in the “uncrazy” world among his age mates. This play manuscript, uncorrected and not thoroughly proofread, appears to be an early draft that is nonetheless coherent to the point of being performance-ready. Its most striking feature is the idiom of Chester, a young man whose overwhelmed aunt is plotting to commit him. Chester speaks a language unmistakably deranged; yet every phrase resounds with humanness and his desperate need to join young people his own age, living their own wholly ordinary lives.
  
The Nation job, which he held for two years, sated Grandin’s interest in left-liberal literary life. He left it in 1965 to spend a year on a Rockefeller grant studying independent American cinema. He moved into a pad on Christopher Street, did temp work, and slipped into the hip world of the West Village where, as he put it, "every night is Mardi Gras on MacDougal Street." He wrote a second play, The Party on Greenwich Avenue, in which a couple from Red Bank, New Jersey, stumble into a cynically staged hippie drug and sex orgy: a microcosm of suburban America finding the Beat and hip culture not only on its doorsteps and its TV screens but in its own kids' bedrooms. Apparently he intended it as a comic double polemic against both the Beat/hip world and those it intrigued and threatened.
  
Produced by Richard Barr, Clinton Wilder and Edward Albee, Party opened off-Broadway at the avant-guard Cherry Lane Theater in May 1967. It closed in a week, seemingly redacted out of coherence. In any event the production bewildered critic Dan Sullivan who dismissed it, literally, in the New York Times. The original version seems to be lost. Without an intact script there's no way of knowing whether or not it has potential for a staging in our era.
  
Grandin had been hospitalized for the first time in 1966.  Depressed now by the play's failure, he was again hospitalized, but recovered sufficiently to go back to work on yet another archetypal patriotic venture--supervising, editing and rewriting a glossy series of books about World War II. He may have written A Place of Meeting in 1967–1968 after leaving Time Inc and Bellevue. At this juncture he returned to writing poetry and intensified his friendship with James Scully, whose poetry, among their contemporaries, was closest in spirit to his own. The two kept in close touch, writing verse letters a.k.a. poems to one other. A little over a year after Grandin’s death this sequence was published in chapbook form as Communications. That last word had a special significance: it meant, as Scully notes in rubric IX, “speech fit for human beings” that preserves “fear, surprise, questioning, and reality.”
  
Grandin had already adapted a variation on this poetic dialog format when he assembled the manuscript for Ten Years, except there he corresponded with himself: the twenty-one-year-old Swarthmore senior’s poems interleaved with poems by his thirty-one-year-old self, singing to one another across some truly terrible intervening years. That manuscript was completed weeks before his suicide.   
  
As Conover resumed writing poetry in the rush of 1969, he wrote to Scully:   
  
"I'm happy these days as I've only been once before, in San Francisco in 1958. Then I was writing poetry, in contact with the only discipline that made me feel fuck death. Now, I'm still writing it, I'm committed to beauty, and hate all other attachments with a political conviction. I'm well off scribbling in my room. I'd rather starve than submit to ordinary explanations. For someone like me, and I suspect you, poetry is the only way to communicate." Why does Conover reject other means? Because language is for singing, not for explaining, and in this respect it is the most resource-rich medium for communication. It pulses with the beat, the frisson, the fury, the disgust, the rhythm of doom that prose, even dramatic dialogue, just describes or refers to.
  
These new and final poems are apocalyptic: ambitious, sweeping in scope, multivocal, erotic, brutal; they use cryptic metaphors that leave nothing––and thereby everything––to the imagination. Conover built a visionary world from the real one we share, calling the many forms of violence and pleasure around us and inside us by their viscerally improper and often profane names.   
  
No question, this later poetry is difficult. When first published it impressed those who stayed with it because it went where no other mid-century poetry was willing to go. Not Lowell's. Not Plath's. Not Ginsberg's. Nothing so lyrically and savagely wise has been published since. But something remarkable has happened. The implicitly crazed America these poems saw into became explicit, crudely incarnate. As though this were a heritage, we have come into the nightmare he lusted after, feared, and rendered.  It's all ours.
  
The way to read Ten Years, especially the later poems with their brash brushstrokes, is to keep loose and alert. Read and reread Scully's illuminations. His rubrics are not traditional close reading so much as contextualizing by a person who knew something of Grandin's thought, and of how he wrote his mind.
  
The lines themselves are slashes of insight--laid down so swift and thick we get their gist instantly . . . but not, however, their full significance. In each poem the picture is always 'the big one.' You can trust yourself to take the leap, along with Grandin, from one part of the picture to another, confident that all together they form one deeply conceived, entirely coherent picture. In this respect the method of construction is comparable to that of Picasso's "Guernica," which projects exploding reality not by depicting fire or bomb shrapnel, but by fragmenting still- living things--the people, the horses--that German bombs are destroying. Conover's quick-cover technique in these lines from “Psychiatrists” has a comparable gestural coherence.
  
So the professionals of the human soul in our time
	Sat there ringing me
Schematic as a design of the weather tomorrow
	With none of its wind, or the reek of pollen
As if language
	Were invented to explain
Rather than sing.
  
The passage drives forward, zeroing in on a destination--"sing," literally and figuratively the last word, being the opposite of dehumanized analytic jargon. All Conover's lines "reek" with the pungency of the human animal. They frequently take us on a disorienting joy ride--alluding to contexts other than those where the poem began, so that each new context casts new light on its neighbors.   
  
Conover’s theme in “Psychiatrists,” and throughout his oeuvre, is the orneriness, the lawlessness, the pleasure and violence-seekingness, of human conduct. This he codes in a positive way, not a negative one. "Animals behave," he once said, "people conduct themselves." So understood, the humanity is in the lawlessness, the orneriness.
  
We can précis his visionary method if we read three of his most ambitious and intense medium-length poems as one long poem. The core of this vision is clear-eyed disillusion--bitter, often shocking, because in it what we'd thought were failed promises prove to be far worse: our own lethal illusions. Someday these three poems should find their place in an anthology of American long poems, two of whose twentieth-century companions would be The Waste Land and Homage to Mistress Bradstreet.    
  
The first of the three, “Revolution,” is about failed or defeated humanism. The second, “Psychiatrists,” is a rap on the destructive, demeaning presumption of psychiatric codes: "My brain they ruptured endlessly with their explanations." The third, “Fragment from Poor White Trash,” reenacts the implosion of the American Dream itself. Appropriately, it's dedicated to Eldridge Cleaver, the Black radical whose prison book, Soul on Ice, was widely read at the time.  
  
In discussing these poems I can't help but be reminded that Conover anticipated how the highs in his poems could wither in the robotics of critical analysis: "I waive simultaneous translation" he wrote, a sly phrase, like many, that might seem odd or a throwaway. But, as Scully's gloss notes, what Conover wants to "waive" is precisely the kind of explication I'm attempting here: simultaneous translation from the disorienting, stomach-churning, seemingly weird juxtapositions that the poems so tirelessly deliver, into the prose that makes a more accessible sense because it translates their rude, stark, gutsy words into the euphemisms we're used to, and which hide what really governs our lives.
  
The core complex that Conover is writing into and out of may be too compact to be analyzed out or 'deconstructed.' Like the "ever-living fire" of Heraklitian philosophy, it resists analysis. We understand it poetically rather than analytically.  Or, to put this more discursively, he's reporting back from what Scully, in a poem titled "Babble," calls "the one party we weren't invited to”: the orgy of “eternally collapsed time." The difference is that Scully points to that “party” whereas Conover is there, speaking from it.
  
In "Revolution" there are several voices. The voice in the first section, situated in the future, speaks for a collectivity or maybe a generation--as might a voice from a Greek chorus--that has survived "the revolution." It is the voice of a bright, new breed of justice-seekers elaborating a cold-blooded ecstatics, intent on justice, careless of self or sentiment or material goods . . . who in the aftermath of an unspecified but ‘60s-styled "revolution" have killed their way through the humanist morass of neuroses, unseemly ends, corruptions. Clearly the main model for the speaker here is the anarchist complacency-shattering gang of ‘60s Greenwich Village known as "The Up Against The Wall Motherfuckers," who seized the stage to break up staid liberal symposia using tactics not unlike those of the Living Theater, which once disrupted a Theatre of Ideas discussion (with Norman Mailer, Paul Goodman, and Robert Brustein) when Jim Hall, an actor friend of Grandin’s, stunned the audience by declaiming “Revolution.”  
 
The second section of "Revolution" floats in as a jaded, narrative voice-over recounting the carnage, which is already history. The third voice, the doomed humanist, speaks the rest of the poem--from a remove, at first, then in increasingly and intensely personal terms.  It ends with a plea for forgiveness for humanist failure: ("irony / and suicide and time"), and with the cryptic advice, the poet himself breaching the poem to address the reader directly: "Trust in your enemies / your only chance to survive." This rhetorical move, breaking the '4th wall' of the poem's dramatic structure, is in keeping with his conviction that poetry is, in the ultimate instance, a "communication."
  
A caveat . . . Neither the second nor the third voice in “Revolution” is Grandin, exactly, but Grandin as an actor--trying on the superhuman capes, the chilling sensibility, of what fascinates and terrifies him. 

“Psychiatrists,” the second act of this three-poem suite, exposes the core failure of humanism, of which modern psychiatry is a prime example. Freudian psychiatry’s practitioners (in the ‘60s, anyway) imposed a distorting, judgmental language on their patients, with provincial gender and class prejudices codified as human truths. Conover himself treats language systems, in fact all systems of understanding, as codes. Any interpretation of the world is a code. Being conditional, provisional, it cannot comprehend the reality it is supposed to 'explain.' Yet we have nothing but codes to work with. When codes are taken literally, mechanically, absolutely, they don't realize life but lock it down in presumptive lies. Stripped of historical and metaphysical and erotic contexts, they become brittle pseudo-truths.  Which is why our minds and worlds keep breaking loose, straying from the specious clarity of codes. So Hamlet to Horatio: “There’s more on heaven and earth than is dreamt of in your philosophy.”
  
Numbers do not describe the time
	We are the alarms that may not go off.
They are the insects, antennae waving in
	The harsh electric hives, whose
Waking dreams are simian,
Take over in your time, grope for you
As computers searching for rhythm
Or groove.
  
The final poem, “Fragment from Poor White Trash,” is Grandin speaking very nearly in his own actual voice about his own life: the voice of a putative humanist "caught trespassing" (a resonant phrase, covering some not-so-grand human particulars) and so hauled into court. He himself is the fragment.  He unravels his own complicity in the fabric of American criminality, a fabric everyone is part of--going over his arrest with unknown others who'd been orgying with a girl of uncertain age, yet certain sexuality, in a boxcar by the river. "White Trash" begins, then, in the quasi-dramatized collapse of American delusions that are at once political and personal: with the black arresting officer and the white 'Con' rapping outside the courtroom, laughing together over the "real boss things" he'd been caught doing.  It begins, as well, with the fully exposed self-deception of his own faith in what was called, at the time, the American Dream.  And it begins with his own moral gutting of himself.  Shockingly he embraces the honky/nigger alienation between himself and Cleaver, a gesture signaling the wreckage of the defunct code called 'America.' (Cleaver, notoriously, also wielded racist and sexist language.)  Standing not only as himself but as an emblematic American (none of this is purely personal) he is wholly implicated in this corrupt figuration that he knows not by study but by complicity.  "Complicity is my only light." 

Grandin knew only too well what he was talking about. His 'read' of the U.S. polity looms larger and clearer, more ordinary even, the longer we go on. Look at the Democratic Party in our own time. It denounces the wars of G. W. Bush yet enables them. Forty years ago the speaker of this poem, in apocalyptic mode, saw clearly that political corruption under the cover of specious national idealism both creates and compounds the spiritual devastation that goes with it. As for lingua franca:
 
You and your tribes
	Know nothing either
But codes.
  
Codes are all we know. Or all we can articulate. They aren't just unavoidable, they're indispensable. Still, codes don't render reality itself. Which is why Conover insisted, "it's all of what's inside you that counts." Human reality is primary. The languages we use to describe or categorize it are just that: languages, a.k.a. codes. For Grandin poetry was a way of rendering, not explaining, his fatal struggle with himself.
  
As Jim Scully wrote to Grandin’s parents:
  
"[Grandin] contended with, and almost overcame (in his art he did overcome) more intolerable conditions than most of us knew existed. . . . [O]f all the qualities I associate with Grandin one stands out above the rest: a sense of dignity. What most of us call dignity is merely composure, which is easily maintained because we face up to so little. He faced up to everything, and then some, and stood his ground. Nothing that has happened has made me waver in that opinion, nothing. All in all he was a beautiful, kind man--and, it would be less than honest not to add, an implicitly demanding one--who took on too much of the burden of the world. We shall miss him.”
  
The words Grandin Conover left us are those in this book; another two dozen poems; his 54-page letter-memoir; Communications, a poetic correspondence with James Scully; several essay reviews; several short stories; and three full length plays: As the Hawk Sees It, The Party on Greenwich Avenue, and A Place of Meeting. One day, perhaps, they will be gathered and published.  For now, here the poems of Ten Years.
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