
Some Descriptions of Documentary Poetics 

 

 

Documentary poetics has long motivated writing that strives to balance evidence with artistic 

transformation. As a practice, it may draw from any number of documents—from newspapers to 

personal journals, from science articles to interviews. Whatever the source, a project in 

documentary poetics often experiments with form, perspective, and material in order to express a 

subject deeply and make it tangible to an audience. 
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Documentary poems combine primary source material with poetry writing. Myriad sources 

inspire documentary poetry, including news articles, letters, photographs, dairies, court 

transcripts, medical records, and a variety of public records. With the increasing availability 

of online primary sources, writers can access documents brimming with poetic potential. 

 

Poets may arrange lines or phrases from the source texts to create poems, convey their 

interpretation of the documents through original poetry, or write poems that fall on the 

continuum between these approaches. Some poets work solely with text; others mix mediums or 

collaborate with musicians and visual artists.  

 

Although poets choose diverse sources and forms, many share a common purpose: seeking social 

change by breaking silences and bearing witness to injustice. Philip Metres offers an excellent 

overview of this pulse within poetry. 

 

If this sort of poetry sounds familiar, you may have heard of it - or its kin - before. This poetic 

inclination shares traits with objectivist poetry (e.g. William Carlos Williams) 

and investigative poetry (e.g. Edward Sanders), and is sometimes called docupoetry. In a 2011 

essay, poet Joseph Harrington declared it a genre of its own: "creative nonpoetry" (Docupoetry). 

(read more and see examples: http://www.poetryriver.org/docupoetry.html) 

 

 

 

Documentary poetics, it should be said, has no founder, no contested inception, no signature 

spokespersons claiming its cultural capital; its practice is not limited to the pre-modern, 

modernist, or post-modern moments (it is as comfortable in musty historical archives or 

conversations with actual live individuals as it is with Google). Documentary poetry tends to 

pack a lefter-than-liberal, social-Democratic to Marxist political history (grounded largely in 
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WPA-era poems ranging from Muriel Rukeyser’s The Book of the Dead to Langston Hughes’ 

“Johannesburg mines” and photo-documentary texts such as Richard Wright’s 12 Million Black 

Voices). As Martin Earl mentions in “Documentary Poetry and Language Surge,”documentary 

poetry has a deep international tendency (I’d additionally add to Earl’s list works by writers such 

as Ernesto Cardenal, Alfred Temba Qabula, Nancy Morejón, Ken Saro-Wiwa, and others). And 

documentary poetics, though present in poetry, is currently more widely and, in my view, fully 

leveraged in visual culture (film, photography) than the language arts (which has a lot to learn 

from its praxis in other fields). 

Finally–and I claim this only for my own documentary practice and not to the tendency as a 

whole–I believe that documentary poetics needs to participate not only in the social field of 

contemporary Poetry but—as has been its historical trajectory—in the larger social movements 

of the day. It needs to find its feet outside of AWP and art galleries and instead locate itself (or 

organize its potential location) on factory floors, in union halls, at political rallies, in 

collaboration with institutions and organizations working to shift the Draconian policies under 

which conservative school boards, Tea Partiers, and neoliberal politicians of the world (unite!?!) 

seek to police the rest of us. 
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