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Why Sharon Olds Deserves Her Popularity

When a previous professor told me not to take offense, but that some of my poems reminded her of Sharon Olds’ work, I became intrigued about the polarity that Olds’ work causes in readers and critics. Olds’ poems are often graphic and shocking in their dealings with both physical and emotional relationships. My own work is not nearly as graphic, but I do write about things that are sometimes swept under the rug, such as infidelity and emotional abuse. The more I read of Olds’ work, the more I understand my professor’s feedback, and the more I appreciate that she helped me discover a poet with whom I feel a kinship. Olds has received intensely negative criticism over the years, but she is also one of America’s most popular poets. In this paper, I will examine her poems using four of the critical factors put forth by Tony Hoagland and Charles Harper Webb. These factors will show us how her poems incorporate poetic principles that allow her audience to identify with her poems in new and fresh ways. I will demonstrate that her skill level and talent make her worthy of her popularity.

Olds was born in 1942 and didn’t publish until she was thirty-seven years old. She has published extensively since then, and has received both praise and negative criticism. On poetryfoundation.org, David Leavitt notes, “Her poetry is remarkable for its candor, its eroticism, and its power to move.” Sales of her second book “[rank] her as one of the most profitable of active poets,” according to poetryfoundation.org. However, she is the subject of much negative criticism. William Logan believes Olds’ poetry is ultimately narcissistic: “…brute shock is taken as a sign of honesty…finally it becomes just a form of self-promotion.” She may be a touch narcissistic, but within her poems we can all find bits and pieces of ourselves. Her narcissism is ultimately used as commentary on the human propensity for selfishness. By examining Olds’ work against the concrete factors of voice, image and metaphor, Thingatude and Causality, and self-consciousness, we will find that she is a master poet, writing with exceptional honesty and opening our eyes to the world at large, and thus to ourselves, with her brutal bluntness. 
Within her many collections, we see plenty of evidence of the first critical factor: a unique voice. Charles Harper Webb sees “a good poem” as a poem where the poet’s voice is “not entirely unfamiliar,” but “like none [he has] heard before”; “it…demands and rewards attention, offering entry into a psyche that intrigues….” Olds’ work clearly demands attention, as we can see in the polarity between her admirers and her detractors. The reward for digging into her work is, as Webb says, a look into an intriguing psyche that causes us to examine ourselves. According to Webb, voice consists of four factors: diction, subject matter, temperament, and style of thought. Olds writes with a command of her subject matters, which primarily consist of family and sexual dynamics. She isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty by saying exactly what’s on her mind. Due in large part to her chosen subject matters, her diction is attention-grabbing and sometimes aggressive, including words such as “fuck” that demand attention. She doesn’t choose these words for shock value; instead she chooses them because they suit her temperament and her subject matter. For example, in “The Sisters of Sexual Treasure,” she writes, “all we wanted to do was fuck” (Olds 118-119). The word “fuck” is not chosen to cause readers to snicker; it is chosen because it is the only appropriate word. The sisters don’t want to make love or have sex; they want to fuck. The connotation of the word “fuck” means that it is the only word dirty and aggressive enough to suit this poem.

Olds’ temperament, which Webb says “shapes the poet's world-view,” leans to pessimistic but accepting, and she is a firm believer in brutal honesty, most likely due to her upbringing in a self-described “hellfire Calvinist” home. Both her pessimism and her acceptance are seen in the poem “Sex Without Love”: the narrator doesn’t understand how people have sex without love, but she knows they will continue to do so.

Her style of thought is usually a logical, sometimes cyclical, thought progression. The reader is surprised by her insightful metaphors, such as equating people who have sex without love to lone joggers in “Sex Without Love.” These runners are alone in everything they do, and because their sexual partners are just blips on the path, no different than “their overall cardio- / vascular health,” they are free to do what they want in order to better themselves (Olds 265-266). The word “cardio” also gets us to, literally, the heart of the matter—the runners are healthy, so they don’t spare a second thought for their hearts. Olds answers her own question that begins the poem: “How do they do it, the ones who make love / without love?” (Olds 259-260). They do it by focusing inwardly, by narcissistically looking for ways to make themselves better. The runner metaphor is surprising and fresh on the surface. It goes even further when we dig; it opens up the question of what, exactly, these runners are running from. The image of the runners in “Sex Without Love” indicates, in the narrator’s mind, that these people are literally running from issues beyond simply narcissism. By ending the poem on that metaphor, Olds essentially cycles back around to her opening question. 

Olds’ unique voice is a combination of her aggressive diction, her sometimes-shocking subject matters, the temperament that was ingrained in her upbringing, and her fresh style of thought. These four aspects combine to produce what Webb calls “a unique pattern of thought,” directly related to the success of her poetry. 

The second critical factor is what Hoagland refers to as the image taxonomy. Hoagland says, “Nothing is more potent in poetry than image…the ability of images to carry complex information is tremendous” (3). Along with image, metaphor is also an extremely powerful way in which Olds lets the reader in on her world. In “The Sisters of Sexual Treasure,” she establishes the predominant metaphor of explorers uncovering lost treasures in the characters of the sisters who are finally free from an oppressive home life. The sisters use their freedom to indulge in things their mother told them wasn’t good for them, namely sex. The first image in the poem is of the sisters’ mother, who has a “tiny sparrow body and narrow / grasshopper legs” (Olds 118-119). It’s significant that the mother is compared to an insect, a pest who has made the sisters’ life hard enough that they are ecstatic to leave home and go wild. The image of the grasshopper body carries a lot of information since it explains the mother’s personality and the sisters’ attitude toward her. Olds essentially lets the reader in on the entire back story with this simple metaphor.

After the sisters leave home, they proceed to find the joy in sexual relationships. They equate themselves to “explorers who / discover a lost city” (Olds 121-122). In each sexual relationship, they uncover “buried artifacts” that “prove” their mother was wrong—there is joy in sex, and the sisters aren’t ashamed of finding that joy, regardless of what their mother taught them (Olds 122-123). Within the image of the buried treasure, we see the exploration of sex as well as the rebellion against the mother, who told the sisters not to explore. The images in this poem are simple, and yet they contain within them the main ideas we take from the poem: the mother was strict and taught her daughters that there was no joy in sexual relationships, but the sisters left home and became explorers, proving that the “lost culture” of sexual joy did actually exist (Olds 123).

The poem “35/10” is another excellent example of Olds’ prowess with image and metaphor. The metaphors of the daughter opening “like a moist / precise flower on the tip of a cactus” and “her purse full of eggs, round and / firm as hard-boiled yolks” are both inventive ways to describe the daughter’s journey toward maturity (Olds 298-300). Within these metaphors, we also have the image of the cactus, which reminds us that growing up can be very prickly, and the eggs described as “hard-boiled,” which, according to Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, means tough or unsentimental. The daughter is young and fresh, but her life-giving eggs are already like hard-boiled eggs. This leads us into the poem’s closing, at which Olds talks about the “story of replacement,” a metaphor for the cycle of life (Olds 300-301). The fact that the daughter’s eggs are already hard-boiled lets the reader know that time passes quickly; before long, the daughter will be just like the mother as the cycle repeats.

Readers derive great pleasure from Olds’ skill with imagery and metaphor. Her poems are bursting with images that lead to strong and surprising metaphors. Within those metaphors, readers are invited to look deeper to find all of the possible meanings Olds is writing about. And yet Olds’ imagery is never so erudite than an ordinary reader can’t relate to it, and therein lies her skill: her poems are accessible because she transforms ordinary images into extraordinary metaphors. 

The third critical factor is what Hoagland calls “Thingatude and Causality” (163). Hoagland states that he loves “poems that locate, coordinate, and subordinate, that build up a compound picture of the world” (164). An excellent example of Thingatude and Causality in Olds’ work is seen in “I Go Back to May 1937.” The speaker imagines herself traveling back in time to watch the beginning of her parents’ marriage and the subsequent emotional damage they do to each other and to their children. We are drawn in by title of the poem, which tells us with specificity that the narrator is going to examine the past. The poem opens with the paradox of the speaker’s parents falling in love against a backdrop of “bent / plates of blood” and “sword-tips aglow in the May air,” so right away we feel a sense of foreboding (Olds 399-401). Olds transitions from the young, innocent couple getting married and having kids to a couple disillusioned by unbearable suffering. She makes this transition by using a series of commands, laid out in sequence so that they form a “grid of experience” through which we come to know this couple, and thus, their world (Hoagland 166). Olds firmly locates the poem within the past, in the context of their young marriage and parenthood. The speaker is tenuously located in the future, her presence only assured if her parents proceed with their illogical union. If she approaches her parents to warn them that they shouldn’t go through with their marriage, she risks her very life. The poem pivots on the basis of the past and future meeting within the poem, while the present takes a back seat because, depending on if the narrator speaks to her parents within the setting of 1937, there may not be a present for the narrator. This leads to the poem’s subordination: imagine how one small change—the parents not getting married—leads to a completely different future, and as a result, a completely different world. 

Both the main message and the resolution of “I Go Back to May 1937” lead us to Causality. Olds’ poem clearly shows us Causality within its main message: the future hangs on our decisions. Our actions determine the direction of our lives. Olds’ narrator chooses to live, so she doesn’t say anything to her parents. Instead, she imagines them as paper dolls, which she then bangs together, “as if to / strike sparks from them” (Olds 407). These sparks ignite the future and are the speaker’s implied blessing for the parents to start their relationship, thus leading to the speaker’s birth and causing the future to remain on the trajectory the speaker is presently on. The speaker ends with “Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it” (Olds 407). This recalls our natural human longing to tell our histories, to record and analyze so that we don’t repeat our pasts. The entire poem causes readers to consider their own pasts, and how they would want them remembered and recorded so future readers would know how they came to be. The poem clearly “delivers [the reader] to a more conscious state of being-in-the-world” (Hoagland 172) because it brings our personal sense of past, present, and future into focus.

Finally, we will examine the self-consciousness in Olds’ work. Self-consciousness, according to Hoagland, “offers the opportunity for calculated intensifications and angularities that would never occur in ‘natural,’ uninformed speech” (62). In the poem “The Month of June: 13 ½,” the narrator observes her daughter growing up and celebrating the milestone of junior-high graduation. At the end of the poem, the speaker notes that the daughter’s mother and father “love everything their baby does, the way she / lives their love” (Olds 501-502). The angularity in these lines is in the double meaning: the mother and father are proud of their daughter and shower her with love; at the same time, the daughter is the living creation of the love between the mother and father. The word “baby” within the lines is deliberate, since the daughter is literally the baby created by the sexual relationship between the parents. “Baby” is also a term of endearment; the daughter is their baby both because she belongs to them and because she is their pride and joy.

In the poem “My Son the Man,” we can see Olds’ self-consciousness at work in the lines “Now he looks at me / the way Houdini studied a box / to learn the way out, then smiled and let himself be manacled” (Olds 812). The speaker compares her son growing up and becoming a man to Houdini escaping his chains. But these lines are more than this simple comparison; there is also within them a picture of the deliberate mischievousness of the son: now that he is old enough, he will stop at nothing, much like Houdini, to escape his mother’s clutches. While Houdini’s incarceration was voluntary, the son realizes that his own incarceration within the family unit was enforced—until now, when he is grown up enough to escape. From now on, he will try to be devious enough to get away. However, while the mother may view his behavior as devious, the reader knows that this is simply the nature of growing up. So in the mother’s mind, he is an escape artist, but the reader knows better. He is simply growing up, testing his boundaries for the first time.

All of the factors that we’ve examined here—voice, imagery and metaphor, Thingatude and Causality, and self-consciousness—combine within Olds’ work to produce poetry that resonates with the reader. Olds’ popularity is a direct result of her ability to grow her own world into a world that encompasses us all, which she does successfully through the use of all of these factors. Her incorporation of the pleasure principles of poetry gives her an extremely strong voice among contemporary poets. By analyzing her work within the realms of the four critical factors, we’ve discovered some of the reasons for her popularity. She is a talented master poet whose high skill level has rightfully made her one of America’s most popular poets.
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