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Preface





  Life is conducive to encounters, and these are often stronger when unexpected. Such was my encounter with Robert Nash. A man, a poet, I once knew nothing about and who now seems so close to me. I discovered Nash in a mass of trunks and boxes, more precisely when I opened one of them. Here he was! Lost among papers and photographs, in stacks of scattered pages. Many were wrinkled, torn, stained, unreadable. Dust and humidity, the enemies of memory, had started to harm and altogether erase him, with the help of other allies—learned rodents seeing an opportunity for more erudition.




  In fact, I must confess that I was looking for something other than poetry in the basement of the family house. It is, nevertheless, poetry that I found! I remember trying to decipher one first text, then others—a little surprised to begin with, then astonished. The writer was addressing my father, calling him “mon ami” (my friend). He was giving him news, not in an epistolary form, but rather in the form of poems. He used no artifice at all, writing sometimes in his language (English), sometimes in the language of my father (French), and apologizing often for speaking it “si mauvais” (so poorly). No rhetorical effects altered his words and, despite the passing of time and the fact that I was not the one to whom these texts were addressed, it seemed he spoke directly to me. I tried to imagine the man, Robert Nash, and especially his friendship with my father. With my fingers, I delved through the stacks of papers I would soon call “his archives.” Some pages would crumble, tear, or even fall into pieces. It was a child’s game, a treasure hunt, and the object of this hunt a shred of memory. Digging into the past, I discovered glimpses of lives and I re-discovered my father, a facet of him I did not know. I excavated papers covered with dense handwriting half-erased: bits of sentences, crumbs of words, not fully faded—and so moving.




  I became almost frantic, opening boxes and folders in hope of uncovering yet another poem-letter from Nash. I was both excited and distraught. Nothing for a while and then, suddenly, the writing would appear, wrecked by the years, by the oblivion in which it had been steeped and aged. Sometimes the writing persisted and the struggle to stay alive resonated in me like a call. What should I do?




  I could not let these texts literally rot. I found them necessary because of their earnestness. They evoke a man who speaks of life, death, love, and friendship with a solemn simplicity and an emotion that enlarges their scope. In speaking to his friend, he was speaking to all of us. His words were holding me there, in this basement lit only by a small window and a simple light bulb. That is why I am offering you these texts (out of many unusable or lost). These are the poems I could rescue. I hope I have respected, if not exactly the letter, at least the spirit of what I call, with no hesitation, the poetry of Robert Nash.




  —Jean Claude Tardif







  



  
Introduction Translating Robert Nash—An Unusual Adventure





  In the spring of 2017, Jean-Claude Tardif, a poet, a writer, and the editor of the French poetry revue, À l’index, e-mailed me a few poems by a Robert Nash along with these enigmatic lines: “As I was cleaning the basement of my parents’ house in Brittany, I found these old papers in a trunk. I realized they were poems mainly in French sent to my father (who didn’t speak English) by an American friend. These poems reflect forty years of friendship between the two men. If you like them, would you like to translate them into English?”
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