
Two Nerdrum Paintings 

 

 

1. The Seed Protectors 

 

Insofar as there is choice, 

starvation from damp rot  

is better than from drought; 

but soon, nobody will remember choice. 

A man who tried to take  

what isn’t his kneels; 

his back seeks the posture  

of earth, whose expression is ours. 

So seldom does one think of 

oneself, it’s like an illness. 

I know that hurting others 

was the sublimest act,  

and the hurt face  

that sank into  

the mind and was forgotten 

for many ages, the sublimest thing; 

but now, oppressing no one, one forgets. 

A cold wind crosses the new steppe, 

and in the moment before  

we execute judgment, 

we shift the furs upon 

our shoulders, and the high-powered rifles 

that alone remain. 

 

 

2. Woman with Doorknob 

 

My irony surpasses all others 

because it can’t be told. 

It lives in the generous gap 

of my wall-eyed glance. 

My round bruised cheeks 

protect it, the way 

thick sewn rags 

contain warmth and smell. 

I advance into 

no distance; you 

know what sort of 

cold shoreline village 

awaits me, what love I find there, 

what door this opens. 



 Pamina 

 

 
                 Pamina lebet noch.  

—The Magic Flute 

 

Cosmology, like other aspects 

of culture, seems to be entering 

a mannerist phase. 

Other universes 

forever unreachable (unless 

their light slowly rounds 

a tight, distant bend 

to appear as ours) – yet, 

as the impossible crow flies, 

only millimeters away … 

The idea seems to justify 

someone I knew 

who sat by a wall, 

whispering to it.  One couldn’t tell 

if there was hope 

for response, or belief 

in a presence 

behind it, or merely 

a place briefly safe 

from the vehement dash and élan 

of some enemy. 

 

Meanwhile, in a time of  

mergers, failures, increased costs 

and the universal triumph 

of pop, the few surviving 

independent classical 

labels have come around to 

my taste 

for the out-of-the-way, the unfairly 

neglected. 

So high is the volume, one 

feels it will, of itself, create  

a world where things  

go right: where Tiessen 

regains popularity and energy 

after the Hitlerzeit; where Duparc, 

instead of attending mass 

for fifty years, manages 

to transcribe the angelic theme; where 

 



Rott, after a month 

in the asylum, decides 

he is not being pursued and poisoned 

by the Brahmsians. 

 

And today, up the street, near 

the big new houses, on  

those telephone poles  

that perennially bear 

sad xeroxed shots 

of cats, another  

picture, words other than 

“Reward” – Pamina  

has been found!  Pamina, aged  

three, has been returned 

to Emily, age six, 

who in the photo hugs 

the cat tightly to her and 

whose face displays  

that emotion one 

should never have to, or should always, feel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

—Frederick Pollack 

 


