Black Mountain Poetry and Language Poetry
Postmodern Experimentation in Olson, Levertov, and Bernstein
45-Minute Lecture Guide

I. Opening Question: What Happens When Poetry Stops Trusting Language?
Let me begin with a question for all of you.
When you read a poem, you often expect that the poet is trying to communicate a clear idea or feeling. But what happens when poets begin to suspect that language itself cannot fully express reality?
This question becomes central in postmodern poetry, especially in American poetry after World War II.
During this period, poets began to challenge several assumptions about poetry:
· That poems should follow traditional structures
· That language can express stable meaning
· That the poet controls interpretation
· That poetry should present clear messages
Instead, many postmodern poets began experimenting with:
· open forms
· fragmentation
· collage-like structures
· metapoetry (poetry about poetry)
· reader participation in meaning-making
Today we will explore these ideas through two influential movements in postmodern poetry:
1. The Black Mountain School
2. The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Poetry Movement
To understand these movements, we will examine works by three poets:
· Charles Olson
· Denise Levertov
· Charles Bernstein
Each of these poets challenges our expectations of what poetry is and how it works.

II. The Black Mountain School: Poetry as Energy and Perception
Let us begin with the Black Mountain School, which emerged in the 1950s around Black Mountain College in North Carolina.
This group of poets believed that poetry should not be restricted by traditional forms such as fixed meter or rhyme.
Instead, they argued that poetry should follow the movement of thought and breath.
Charles Olson, one of the central figures of the movement, described poetry as projective verse.
What does this mean?
It means that poetry should function like a field of energy.
The poet’s perception moves through the poem, and the structure of the poem reflects that movement.
Rather than forcing language into rigid patterns, the poet allows the poem to develop organically.
Two key ideas define Black Mountain poetry:
1. Open Form
The poem does not follow predetermined structures.
Instead, the shape of the poem emerges from the poet’s perception.
2. Organic Form
The form of the poem grows naturally from the content and the poet’s experience.
This idea strongly influenced Denise Levertov, whom we will discuss shortly.

III. Charles Olson: Place, History, and Fragmented Experience
Let us now turn to Charles Olson.
Olson’s poetry is often expansive, historically rich, and structurally unconventional.
One of his major works is The Maximus Poems, a long poetic project centered on the city of Gloucester, Massachusetts.
In these poems, Olson uses a persona named Maximus, through whom he explores questions of identity, place, and history.
When you read Olson’s poetry, you may notice that it often feels fragmented.
The poem moves through:
· images
· historical references
· philosophical reflections
· geographic descriptions
Rather than presenting a linear argument, Olson creates a collage of ideas.
As readers, we are asked to assemble meaning from these fragments.
This technique reflects a broader postmodern insight:
Reality itself is not neatly ordered.
It is layered, complex, and often contradictory.

Olson and the Importance of Place
One of Olson’s most important ideas is the relationship between poetry and place.
In his poetry, Gloucester is not merely a setting.
It becomes a site where multiple histories intersect:
· ancient myth
· local geography
· modern industrial life
· personal memory
By focusing on a specific place, Olson explores how identity emerges from historical and geographical contexts.

Olson and Historical Collage
Another important aspect of Olson’s poetry is his use of historical collage.
His poems often move rapidly between different cultural references.
For example, he may juxtapose:
· ancient Greek philosophy
· Indigenous or Mesoamerican civilizations
· modern political events
This method reflects a postmodern approach to history.
Rather than presenting history as a single continuous narrative, Olson treats it as a collection of fragments and perspectives.

IV. Denise Levertov: Organic Form and the Poetry of Attention
Now let us turn to Denise Levertov.
Levertov was deeply influenced by Olson and the Black Mountain School, but her poetic style is somewhat different.
While Olson’s poems can feel large and historical, Levertov’s poems often focus on careful observation of the world.
She believed strongly in the idea of organic form.
In her view, a poem should develop naturally from the poet’s experience and perception.
Instead of imposing a structure on the poem, the poet should allow the structure to emerge gradually.

Poetry and the Body
In one of her poems we read, the speaker describes longing for a lover and compares that longing to an unwritten poem.
This comparison creates a powerful metaphor:
The body itself becomes a kind of poem.
The experience of love becomes something that is both physical and spiritual.
Through this metaphor, Levertov connects two creative processes:
· writing poetry
· experiencing intimacy
Both involve exploration, discovery, and expression.

Poetry as Attention
Another key aspect of Levertov’s poetry is attention to detail.
Many of her poems describe small, seemingly ordinary objects or moments.
For example, she might describe:
· the body of a swan frozen in snow
· the structure of a flower
· the bones of a squid
· a seed hidden inside a fruit
At first, these objects might seem mundane.
But through careful observation, Levertov reveals their hidden beauty.
Her poetry encourages us to slow down and look closely at the world.
In this sense, Levertov’s poetry teaches us a particular way of seeing.
It invites us to discover meaning not in grand narratives, but in ordinary experiences.

V. Charles Bernstein and the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Movement
Let us now move forward a few decades to the Language Poetry movement, which emerged in the 1970s and 1980s.
This movement pushes postmodern experimentation even further.
Where Black Mountain poets questioned traditional poetic form, Language poets questioned language itself.
One of the central figures of this movement is Charles Bernstein.
Language poets argue that language is not a transparent medium.
In other words, words do not simply transmit meaning.
Instead, language shapes how we think and perceive reality.
This means that meaning is always unstable.

Poetry as Linguistic Experiment
In Bernstein’s poetry, language often behaves unpredictably.
Sentences may twist, contradict themselves, or resist easy interpretation.
Sometimes the poem may feel like a puzzle.
This difficulty is intentional.
Language poets want readers to become aware of how language works.
Instead of passively receiving meaning, readers must actively engage with the text.

Language as Performance
Bernstein often draws attention to the performative aspects of language.
For instance, a poem might suggest that the poet is like a magician performing tricks.
Just as a magician distracts the audience while hiding something, language can create illusions.
Even when a poet appears to speak sincerely, language itself may still conceal meanings.
In this sense, Bernstein’s poetry encourages us to question:
· Can language ever be completely honest?
· Can words truly represent reality?

Politics of Language
Language poetry also has political implications.
When political speeches or national slogans claim absolute truth, language poets become skeptical.
By creating poems that resist clarity and coherence, they challenge the idea that language can deliver unquestionable authority.
In this way, poetic experimentation becomes a form of cultural critique.

VI. Connecting These Movements
At first glance, Olson, Levertov, and Bernstein may seem very different.
However, they share several important postmodern concerns.
1. Rejection of Traditional Form
None of these poets relies on traditional poetic structures.
Instead, they use:
· free verse
· irregular line breaks
· flexible structures
2. Fragmentation
Their poems often move through fragments rather than linear narratives.
Meaning emerges gradually rather than immediately.
3. Skepticism Toward Stable Meaning
These poets challenge the idea that poems have a single, fixed interpretation.
Meaning becomes something that develops through reading.
4. Reader Participation
Readers are not passive.
Instead, readers become collaborators in the process of meaning-making.

VII. How Should We Read Postmodern Poetry?
When approaching poems like these, I encourage you to adjust your expectations.
Instead of asking immediately:
“What does this poem mean?”
Try asking:
· What patterns do I notice in the language?
· How does the structure shape my experience?
· What images stand out?
· How does the poem move between ideas?
Postmodern poetry often values experience over explanation.
Sometimes the goal of the poem is not to deliver a message, but to create a space for thought and exploration.

Final Thought
The poets we examined today represent different phases of postmodern experimentation.
Charles Olson reimagines poetry as a field of energy shaped by breath, place, and history.
Denise Levertov demonstrates how poetry can grow organically from perception and attention to the world.
Charles Bernstein pushes experimentation further by questioning the reliability of language itself.
Together, these poets challenge us to rethink what poetry is and how it works.
Instead of offering simple answers, their poems invite us into a process of discovery.
And in that sense, reading postmodern poetry becomes not just an act of interpretation, but an act of participation.
THis is a good response. However, while keeping the information on the poet and the poetry schools, make this lecture notes more into a lesson plan focusing on the analysis of the particular poems.
Below is a revised 45-minute lesson plan that keeps the contextual information about the poets and their poetry movements, but places the primary focus on close reading and analysis of the specific poems. The tone remains teacher-centered but student-focused, guiding students through how to analyze the texts during the class session.

Lesson Plan (45 Minutes)
Black Mountain Poetry and Language Poetry
Close Reading Olson, Levertov, and Bernstein

Learning Goals (Write on Board)
By the end of today’s class, you should be able to:
1. Identify key features of Black Mountain poetry and Language poetry.
2. Explain how the following poems demonstrate postmodern poetic experimentation:
· Charles Olson – I, Maximus of Gloucester, to You
· Charles Olson – The Kingfishers
· Denise Levertov – The Poem Unwritten
· Denise Levertov – Swan in Falling Snow or Pleasures
· Charles Bernstein – In a Restless World Like This Is
3. Practice reading postmodern poetry by paying attention to:
· structure and form
· imagery and perception
· fragmentation
· instability of language
· reader participation in meaning-making

0–5 Minutes — Opening Question
I want to begin by asking you a simple question.
When you read a poem, do you expect it to communicate a clear meaning, or do you expect it to create an experience with language?
Many earlier forms of poetry—especially before the mid-twentieth century—assumed that poetry communicated a unified idea or emotional insight.
But after World War II, many American poets began to challenge this assumption.
Two movements that strongly shaped this shift were:
Black Mountain School
Key poets:
Charles Olson
Denise Levertov
Robert Duncan
Key ideas:
· open form poetry
· composition shaped by breath and perception
· emphasis on immediate experience and place
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Poetry
Key poets:
Charles Bernstein
Bruce Andrews
Key ideas:
· language itself becomes the subject of poetry
· meaning is unstable
· readers help construct meaning
Today we will examine how these ideas appear in the specific poems you read.

5–15 Minutes — Charles Olson and Black Mountain Poetry
Before we analyze the poems, it is important to understand Olson’s concept of projective verse.
Olson believed poetry should function as a field of energy.
Instead of forcing language into fixed forms like sonnets or metrical patterns, the poet allows the poem to follow:
· breath
· perception
· thought
This creates what we call open form poetry.
Now let’s look at how this works in Olson’s poems.

Close Reading: I, Maximus of Gloucester, to You
First, notice how the poem opens.
The speaker introduces himself as Maximus, a poetic persona who speaks from the city of Gloucester.
Question for students
Why might Olson create a persona rather than speaking directly as himself?
Possible observations to guide them toward:
· Maximus allows Olson to combine personal voice with historical perspective
· The persona becomes a symbolic figure representing place and history

Key Analytical Points
1. Fragmented Structure
As you read the poem, you probably noticed that it does not follow a straightforward narrative.
Instead, it moves through fragments such as:
· images of the sea and birds
· references to myth and religion
· reflections on identity
This fragmentation is intentional.
Postmodern poetry often rejects linear storytelling.
Instead, meaning emerges through connections between fragments.

2. Poetry and Place
The poem repeatedly returns to Gloucester.
Ask yourselves:
Why does Olson focus so intensely on a specific place?
Possible interpretation:
For Olson, place is where history, culture, and identity intersect.
Gloucester becomes a kind of poetic center where different historical layers meet.

Close Reading: The Kingfishers
Now let us briefly turn to Olson’s other poem.
This poem also uses fragmentation, but its focus is somewhat different.
The poem moves between:
· ancient civilizations
· philosophical ideas about change
· modern political realities
Key concept: Change
The poem reflects on the idea that civilizations rise and fall.
The image of the kingfisher bird contrasts with human history.
Nature appears continuous, while human civilizations appear fragile.

Discussion prompt
What effect does Olson achieve by juxtaposing ancient civilizations with modern political events?
Guide students toward the idea that:
History becomes a collage of cultural fragments, rather than a unified narrative.

15–30 Minutes — Denise Levertov and Organic Form
Denise Levertov was strongly influenced by Olson and the Black Mountain School.
However, her poetry often feels more intimate and observational.
Levertov emphasized organic form.
This means the structure of the poem grows naturally from the poet’s perception.
Rather than imposing structure, the poet allows the poem to develop gradually.

Close Reading: The Poem Unwritten
This poem begins with a striking metaphor.
The speaker refers to the body of the beloved as a poem.
Ask students:
What might it mean to describe a body as a poem?
Possible interpretations:
· love becomes a creative act
· physical intimacy becomes a form of artistic expression
· poetry and human experience become intertwined

Key Analytical Idea: Metaphor of Creation
The poem compares:
writing a poem
and
experiencing love.
Both involve:
· anticipation
· imagination
· emotional intensity
However, the poem remains “unwritten.”
This suggests longing and unfulfilled desire.

Close Reading: Swan in Falling Snow
Let’s shift to a very different poem.
In this poem, the speaker encounters a dead swan frozen in snow.
At first glance, the poem simply describes a scene.
But the emotional experience emerges gradually through observation.
Notice the imagery
The swan initially appears as a strange white shape in the snow.
Only gradually does the speaker recognize what it is.
This moment of recognition creates a powerful emotional shift.

Analytical focus: Perception
The poem demonstrates how perception unfolds over time.
The speaker:
· observes
· approaches
· recognizes
· reflects
This process mirrors the Black Mountain idea that poetry follows the movement of perception.

Close Reading: Pleasures
Now consider a poem that seems much lighter in tone.
In Pleasures, the speaker describes small discoveries in everyday life.
Examples include:
· the delicate bones of a squid
· hidden details inside fruit
· the structure of flowers

Discussion prompt
Why might Levertov focus on such ordinary objects?
Guide students toward:
The poem celebrates hidden beauty within ordinary experience.
It suggests that careful attention allows us to discover wonder in everyday life.
This attention to the ordinary reflects a broader postmodern shift away from grand themes toward intimate observation.

30–40 Minutes — Charles Bernstein and Language Poetry
Let us now move forward to the Language poetry movement.
Where Black Mountain poets focused on perception and open form, Language poets focused on language itself.
Charles Bernstein is one of the central figures in this movement.
Language poets argue that language is not transparent.
In other words, words do not simply transmit meaning.
Instead, language shapes how we understand reality.

Close Reading: In a Restless World Like This Is
One of the striking features of this poem is its playfulness with language.
At times the poem seems to promise sincerity.
At other moments, it seems to undermine that sincerity.
One metaphor compares the poet to a magician or conjurer.

Analytical focus: Language as Trick
Just as a magician distracts the audience, language can also create illusions.
Even when language seems clear, it may conceal something.
The poem therefore asks us to question the reliability of language itself.

Structural observation
Although the poem appears chaotic, it actually moves toward a concluding word: “indivisible.”
This word echoes the language of the American Pledge of Allegiance.
However, the poem itself is fragmented.
This creates a powerful irony:
A fragmented poem ends with a word that suggests unity.

40–45 Minutes — Synthesis and Reflection
Let us step back and connect the poets we discussed today.
Black Mountain School
Charles Olson
Denise Levertov
Key emphasis:
· open form
· perception
· organic structure
Language Poetry
Charles Bernstein
Key emphasis:
· language itself as subject
· instability of meaning
· reader participation

Final Reflection Question
Which poem today felt most difficult to interpret?
And why?
Often, the difficulty of postmodern poetry is not a flaw.
It is part of the poem’s design.
These poets want readers to move beyond simply extracting meaning.
Instead, they want us to experience:
· the movement of thought
· the texture of language
· the complexity of perception
Reading postmodern poetry therefore becomes an active process.
We are not just interpreting poems.
We are participating in the creation of meaning.
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