
More Than Witness:

A documentary poem is not just an account of an event, but a study on the documentation of said event. It 

asks:

• do you know why it happened? Or,

• did you know it happened differently than you think it did? Or,

• do you know who felt what when it happened?

More Than Poetry:

A documentary poem is an opportunity to reveal the impact of the document in question, via all of the 

traditional properties of poetry. The definition “poetry”, however, does not bind the work to any particular 

structure. Instead, it:

• allows (thoughtful and intentional) questions to exist within the work.

• refers to the use of language and form which expands and reframes a document to make it accessible, either 

to those who have not yet seen it or who have only considered it from one angle.

• refers to the use of language as a tool to reveal, highlight, celebrate, or condemn the document.

More Than Documentation:

A documentary poem is not only a literary explanation of a document. A documentary poem:

• interrogates or extrapolates the document, or

• reveals alternative intentions of the document, or

• contextualizes the meaning of the document (especially if it is revealing the document for the first time).

Whose story is it?

Representation is a non-neutral practice. Just as a documentarian authors what 

is or is not in the camera frame, a poet authors the framing of the poem. An 

effective documentary poet does not:

• get caught up in the myth of “giving voice".

• exploit documents, by:

a) extracting pieces of the document with the intention to silence instead

of reveal.

b) over-interpret the document such that it can no longer speak for 

itself.

• tell a story that is not theirs to tell.

What is Documentary Poetry?

I entered my research venture with the idea that I was going to synthesize a definition of documentary poetry. 

But because it is young, documentary poetry is a highly fluid and impressionable genre: each time an artist 

adds to its canon, the genre grows and changes. It shares fundamentals with several other foundational art 

forms, namely poetry, documentary and creative non-fiction. But it also extends past each of these. To consider 

a “definition”—which must be fundamentally non-comprehensive, as it evolves alongside the canon—I first 

had to think deeply about what documentary poetry is not, and what it is more than.
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From Book of Jon by Eleni Sikelianos. 

Sikelianos creates several documents 

(accounts of her family’s dreams about 

her father), and constructs the final 

section of her memoir from them.

From Whereas by Layli Long Soldier. Long 

Soldier mimics the language and structure of The 

Congressional Resolution of Apology to Native 

Americans, to criticize its intentions and its gaps.

From Jane, a Murder by Maggie Nelson. Nelson 

enjambs Jane’s diary, to influence where 

emphases lie. Nelson may also have curated the 

diary to reduce it from a longer form, to highlight 

essential pieces.
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What Constitutes a Document?

From Photos from Vanderhoof 1999, one of three 

documentary poems I wrote during my research. This 

poem expands a photo into the context and tone of the 

setting in which it was taken.

From from unincorporated territory [hacha] by 

Craig Santos Perez. Santos Perez builds this poem 

around pieces of a historical record, to 

contextualize the effects of the record on its 

subjects.
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What is Documentary Poetry?

I entered my research venture with the idea that I was going to synthesize a definition of documentary poetry. 

But because it is a young genre, documentary poetry is highly fluid and impressionable: each time an artist 

adds to its canon, the genre grows and changes. It shares fundamentals with several other foundational art 

forms, but it also extends past each of them. To consider a “definition”—which must be fundamentally non-

comprehensive, as it evolves alongside the canon—I first had to think about what documentary poetry is not,

and what it is more than.
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