
 

 

 
Frozen Charlotte



The breadth of Susan de Sola’s poetry, by turns gossamer 
light and solemnly elegiac, offers a pleasurable aesthetic surprise 
from poem to poem—from “sun-starved Dutchmen” to immigrant 
Jews in Manhattan, from tulips to the life of a friend whose actual 
name she never knew, from the imagined language of rocks to a war 
widow’s cedar closet, from the death of an infant to conjugal love. 
Susan de Sola evinces wit and knowingness, a dexterity with verse, 
a way with form. But more important is to understand the human 
heart. Its secrets transcend all of wit’s cunning. And the pleasure 
of de Sola’s poetry is to be in the presence of virtuosity and insight, 
of a poet who knows what it means to be human, and when to be 
serious and when to be light.

—Mark Jarman, author of The Heronry
 
 
When I read Susan de Sola’s uncanny title poem “Frozen 
Charlotte” for the first time, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I feel 
the same about the book as a whole, a virtuoso grouping of form 
and topic, a book that is haunting, yet which also sparkles with a 
sense of humor that I much enjoyed. Susan de Sola, it seems, can 
write in any form. While this book is her first full-length collection, 
it is the work of a master craftsperson.

—Kim Bridgford, author of Undone
 
 



Whether their subject is a painting by Sargent, a gathering 
at the site of a Holocaust deportation center, or the bestial appearance 
of ATM machines, Susan de Sola’s poems seem animate with her 
vision: the poems breathe on the page. Part of de Sola’s power lies 
in her formal acumen. Every word here seems carefully sieved from 
the welter of English, and each poem’s form is perfectly matched to 
its ambition and music. De Sola’s tonal range is equally rich—she 
is by turns funny and dark, pensive and sly, her voice resounding in 
the reader’s head long after a poem’s final line. I will not forget the 
suite of animal poems here, or the poet’s moving meditation on the 
death of an infant, or her description of the stuff atop the bureau 
of her teenage son, an inventory both tender and hilarious. Like 
its memorable title poem, Frozen Charlotte intrigues, goes deep, 
surprises. It is a book rich with the pleasures the best poetry provides.

—Clare Rossini, author of Lingo
 
 
This book has many moods and many messages for any 
reader who pays the poems collected here the attention they deserve. 
At times it seems a fairground, at times a graveyard, and neither 
cancels the other out. It is a mark of Susan de Sola’s always persuasive 
rhetoric that we see that both characterizations are somehow, 
simultaneously, true, and that despite their exhilarating variety these 
poems are of a piece and come from one complex, sophisticated, 
supremely alert sensibility.

—Dick Davis, author of Love in Another Language
(full text in the foreword on page xi)
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. . . though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

 
—Andrew Marvell
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Foreword
 
 
Lyric poets—and Susan de Sola is certainly a lyric poet—tend to be 
most at home in what we might call one dominant mental space, be 
it longing, or regret, or celebration, or perhaps some more personal 
nuance of emotion; but whatever it is, one unifying sensibility clearly 
pervades both the poems’ language and their insights. When we 
begin to read the poems collected here our first impression is one of 
a tactile, sensuous, often witty delight in surfaces and appearances, 
of a delighted sensuousness that can glide into rapt sensuality. There 
is, for example, a wonderfully evocative poem on a vase of tulips 
and the shapes the tulips make as they wilt and droop; there is a 
very beautiful love poem that uses the fable of the blind Indians 
each describing an elephant in a different way (because they have 
touched different parts of the animal) to anatomize her husband/ 
lover beside her in bed; there are immensely touching (but never 
mawkishly cute) poems about her children; there are travel poems, 
and painterly likenesses arising out of chance encounters. Reading 
through this book, and registering the sheer delight that so many 
things and people evoke in this poet, I found myself thinking 
of the seventeenth century poet Thomas Traherne, whose poem 
“Wonder” begins “How like an angel came I down!/ How bright 
are all things here!”

But this is by no means our only sense of what is going on here. 
Beneath the brightness of many poems, beneath their coruscating 
language and often dazzling technical dexterity, something much 
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deeper and darker often shows through. Then it is not Traherne’s 
rapturous line that seems apposite, but something more like 
Faulkner’s “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” In poem 
after poem what is present is haunted by what is now absent 
but was once emphatically real and to hand, and very often for 
this American poet (who now lives in Europe), what is absent is 
something that happened long ago in Europe but whose resonances 
seem ineradicable. There is a kind of muddled mute nostalgia in 
a poem like “At Brighton Beach”, with its café run by immigrants 
from Odessa; a bit of rueful anger and a bit of regret in a poem 
that describes a photograph of the poet’s father with a young nurse 
in Italy during World War II, and the way her mother had cut the 
nurse’s face from the photograph, but how all this did was to make 
the absent nurse “prettier yet.”

Then there are two poems about Cary Grant that (like many 
others here) seem to revel in giddy shimmering elegance, but one 
ends “Grant’s father labored as a trouser presser;/ the son in time 
became a snappy dresser,” and the other (about the screwball comedy 
Bringing up Baby), “the whole edifice of skeleton is rubble,” with the 
present glitter ghosted by the past’s shadow, by the dead father and 
his hard-scrabble life, by the unimaginably long dead dinosaur. In 
both cases what is dead makes the glamour of the present possible, 
and the poet seems to say we can take our pick as to which state we 
focus on, but whichever it is, the other is always there too.

Even when it seems that a poem concentrates on something 
or someone wholly present (as in the many portraits—of lovers, 
friends, family members, people met because they provide services 
or sell things), we feel that the life described is placed in a context 
that seems fated and inescapable because the past has given this life, 
and no other, to this person. Some poems, especially those about 
the poet’s children, celebrate possibility, adventure, the unknown 
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future, but we also sense the speaker’s fear for her subjects, for 
what life can do to individuals, for the way it catches and makes 
irrevocable, so that from now on one is this person only.

Perhaps this is the real secret of why so many of these poems are 
so haunting; the sense of unspoken, uncontrollable contexts that 
define and decide a life, and make it immutably what it is. Brooding 
beneath the often fanciful charm and lighthearted, confident aplomb 
of the surface of many of Susan de Sola’s poems, there is the past 
and ever-present fact of human loss.

This book has many moods and many messages for any reader 
who pays the poems collected here the attention they deserve. At 
times it seems a fairground, at times a graveyard, and neither cancels 
the other out. It is a mark of Susan de Sola’s always persuasive rhetoric 
that we see that both characterizations are somehow, simultaneously, 
true, and that despite their exhilarating variety these poems are 
of a piece and come from one complex, sophisticated, supremely 
alert sensibility.

 
 
—Dick Davis
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The years move a washed-out course . . .
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Bowl of Sea Glass
 
Bottles tossed in drunkenness from land
wash to shore as fragments, beveled chips.
The sea batters them, as if a rough sculptor,
and not the conductor of impeccable measures
calcified in urchins’ jaws, the crystal
rods of sponges, byssal threads of mussels.
The sea’s soft fingers of anemone know
to open in the dark. Parchment worms
glow and ghost-crabs flitter round the shoals.
Pearls form rounds from grit, and razorbacks
cut ovoid troughs. Is all shaped by the sea
to sound its rhythms through precise machines?
No, the sea is a hammer, a rough refiner;
its fistful of pieces from a bottle thrown.
The sea lifts, pounds the glass. Insists on randomness.
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At Brighton Beach

New York

 
Little Russia, Little Odessa, little something?
A busy Sunday on those bustling streets,
where each shop undersells another.
So many shoes, so much plastic leather
sold by brothers in short sleeves,
by babushkas whose ovoid lines,
made for other climes, are poor
at dispersing the summer heat.
 
I slip into a Georgian place
where grandeur is for sale.
The carpets are a rich maroon,
the true color of carpet, and beneath tinkling
chandeliers, a disco ball for hot Georgian nights
to many of which the walls testify.

Dozens of photos sweat,
the puff-banged, po-faced owner,
his arm around one guest or other,
dares the camera, “shoot me.”
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The borscht is Georgian,
clear broth and julienne of carrot—
not the color of carpet. “Inedible,” I say.
Of the wine, stupidly, I ask, “Is it dry?”
“We have no dry wines in Georgia.”
Wine on its way to sugar, but nicely so,
as if, sipping at a Black Sea,
a spoon of sugar is called for.
The piroshki are excellent, a bit sweet, too,
but service is slow.
I reach for my bag,
and walk the streets lightly, sure I know no one.
Assimilation did its dissemination
half a century back—
thick then with familiarity,
borscht-blood thick.

And next to the okay streets
a boardwalk spreads on a city beach.
The ocean yawns back, breathing
that long fraught trip from Russia.
They call it “Little Russia” here,
but the facts are: absolute breach.
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Cut Out

My father spent his war in Sicily.
A shy and studious Air Force surgeon,
he cut bodies out of fallen planes
and pieced them together again. Not much fun,
he said, that daily commerce with the dead.
He showed a book of sepia photos one day;
my father and a lady “holding up” Mt. Etna’s
smoke. So unlike Dad to mug and play.
Her name was Kate, her curls once fiery red,
faded now to olive brown. A nurse.
He thought that life with her might have been fine.
Her face was snipped from all the shots. Worse,
my mother had cut, hoping he’d forget,
but the years had made her prettier yet.
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Buddy

Buddy had loved me long, but from afar.
We never even kissed. His job was cool,
projectionist at the makeshift movie-house
we had in our sandy, summer island village,
collecting reels by wagon dockside, barefoot
like all of us, to play them from the booth.
A self-described “kraut-mick” among the cultured
Upper West Side Jews, he’d smoke some weed
while spools unrolled, his perch a sweetened pot-
head’s den, eye level with projector-beam.
July of Fonda’s Julia; “Jason’s” screams,
a rich aroma of weed caught in his beard—
a fun ascent, to see the movies bent.
I never took his thing for me for real.

I think, for Buddy, stoned was steady-state
and being straight became like being high.
He said sharp things that made me laugh and wince.
The finest points of girls I knew he labeled
“bodacious tatas,” “tiny hineys” or worse.
He’d lead his blonde-haired collie up the stairs.
(Like all the dogs he’d owned he named her Christy.)
Then high up on the roof we’d sit and talk
and watch the sun spill pink across the bay.
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Next spring, hearing that I was newly single,
he surprised me in my dorm, at posh Bryn Mawr.
He’d traveled all that way by motorbike.
He caused a stir. Not knowing what to do,
I took him to the cafeteria,
big Bud absurd with pint of milk and tray,
and slight young preppy fellows gathered round.
One said to me: “I like him. He reminds me
of guys I used to work with, building, summers.”
Our small buzz of celebrity. We went
to town en masse for pool and dollar beers.
Tall, side-burned Bud in checks and biker leather,
the sum and magnet of our bourgeois dread,
but there was something wholesome to him always.
He slept on my best girlfriend’s floor, without
complaint. I realize now he’d hoped for more.
I didn’t think about the miles he’d traveled,
his long-held dream deferred, or aim . . . busted.

Then one July he met my wilder sister,
gestured at me and said to her, “I’ve been
in love with Suze, this woman here, for years”—
and then he bedded her instead. She was
perhaps a bit more than he’d bargained for . . .
“I won’t touch that wild cat again,” he said.
Next day, he seemed worn-out and quite undone.
In August, he deflowered a friend of mine,
she dying to be unburdened, then ashamed
that it was Buddy—Buddy!—who’d been her first.
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Then Grandma passed away, and I lost touch—
the place no longer mine. In later years,
I went back once, with husband, kids, and sank
in memory. I saw Bud there in town,
where you see everyone in local bars.
Still bearded, but now trim and clean in linen
shirt and cool white jeans, he looked quite well.
We drank some whiskey sours; he filled me in.
He’d married and was happy, risen to
a Fire Department Captain in the city.
Like many boys, he’d dreamed of fighting fires.
“But me, I guess I never grew up,” he grinned.

Some years went by. I heard he’d died, a heedless
mix of medicine and nightly drink.
Died in his chair, still upright, not yet forty.
He’d always liked his substances. He’d claimed
that they “enhanced” his life. What had he needed
in grown-up years after the youthful weed?
A drink or two each night no matter what?
How strange that some small pill had felled my friend,
one strong enough to hoist up hose and ladder,
to carry men through flame, to breathe through smoke.
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Chivalric Buddy, unafraid of fire,
yet quenched in liquor, his exit sudden, unplanned.
I recall his kindness, tilted nose, the mystery
that was his face (like many bearded men),
his soft blue eyes, the big and solid frame.
I wonder now, what was his name—his real name?
I wish that I had asked him. I would ask
him now: Buddy, tell me, what’s your name?


