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Linda Weste’s The Verse Novel: Australia & New Zealand constitutes a timely and
valuable intervention in the study of contemporary literary form in the Antipodes. As
the first collection devoted exclusively to interviews with verse novelists from
Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the South Pacific, the volume provides rare
insight into the creative labour, aesthetic commitments, and formal experimentation
shaping a genre that remains both critically marginal and culturally influential. At a
moment when verse novels continue to circulate widely in educational, young adult,
and crossover literary markets, Weste’s collection offers an important archive of
practitioner knowledge and regional literary dialogue as of 2021.

The verse novel, Weste argues, emerges through ‘the diverse ways such authors
combine narrative and poetic elements to compose their distinctive works’ (ix), a
hybridity that sustains both lyric intensity and narrative momentum. For many
practitioners in the collection, this formal hybridity is inseparable from an ethical and
aesthetic commitment to accessibility, echoing what Dorothy Porter often described
as ‘poetry for the people” (229). This orientation privileges emotional authenticity,
narrative drive, and linguistic clarity over obscurity or metafictional display.

Weste’s volume opens with a substantial introductory essay in which the editor
situates the verse novel within broader literary, pedagogical, and postcolonial
contexts, carefully acknowledging the colonial histories that structure literary
production across Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand. Reflecting on the uneven
development of the form on either side of the Tasman, Weste notes that while Australia
has sustained a more visible tradition of verse novel publication and reception,
Aotearoa New Zealand’s engagement with the genre remains emergent — shaped by
distinct literary ecosystems, Indigenous narrative traditions, and publishing
infrastructures. This framing resists the temptation to treat the region as a
homogeneous literary field, instead foregrounding cultural specificity, inheritance,
and asymmetrical influence as central to understanding the verse novel’s regional
articulation.

The core of the book consists of interviews with thirty-five writers, each
responding to a consistent set of nine questions. This methodological consistency
enables productive comparison across diverse creative practices while preserving the
idiosyncrasies of individual voices. The interviewees range from widely recognised
figures such as Steven Herrick and Brian Castro, to newer practitioners including Luke
Best and Pip Harry, offering a generational cross-section of the field. While Dorothy
Porter does not appear as an interview subject, her influence recurs as a formative
touchstone in multiple conversations. Porter’s bibliography — most notably her
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pioneering verse novels The Monkey’s Mask — demonstrated that the form could
combine narrative grit, accessibility, and formal daring while moving decisively into
genre spaces such as crime fiction. Her recurring presence in the interviews
underscores her enduring canonical significance within Australian verse narrative.

Several recurring thematic concerns emerge across the interviews. One of the
most prominent is the formal negotiation between lyric intensity and narrative
propulsion. In their interview chapter, Herrick articulates this tension as a productive
balancing act, while Sally Murphy similarly frames the form as a mode of “poetry by
stealth,” capable of drawing readers into poetic encounters through narrative
accessibility rather than formal intimidation (61). These reflections reinforce the
pedagogical value often attributed to verse novels, particularly within youth and
educational contexts.

Simultaneously, many contributors emphasise the form’s resistance to generic
containment. Castro provocatively positions the verse novel as ‘the great enemy of
story-telling,” valuing its capacity to return readers to rhythm, sonic texture, and what
he describes as the “archaeology of words’ (89). Others, including Jeri Kroll, describe
the form as intrinsically hybrid; borrowing from poetry, prose, dramatic monologue,
and fragmentary narrative traditions. This hybridity situates the verse novel within
broader debates about genre permeability, literary experimentation, and the erosion
of rigid formal boundaries in contemporary writing.

A further thread concerns accessibility and subversion. Tim Sinclair wryly
observes that readers who might never voluntarily browse a poetry shelf may
nevertheless encounter poetic language through verse novels, describing the form as
‘poetry in drag’ or a ‘gateway drug’ for reluctant readers (67). By smuggling poetic
techniques into mainstream reading practices, the verse novel disrupts conventional
hierarchies between literary and commercial forms. Read in this light, the form also
resonates with poetry’s longer history as a vehicle for protest and manifesto, even
when explicit political declaration is absent. The verse novel’s politics often lie in its
accessibility: its capacity to reach readers otherwise excluded from poetry, and to
reintroduce compressed, affectively charged language into spaces dominated by
market logics. In doing so, the verse novel emerges as a form of understated political
expression suited to contemporary reading cultures, where resistance may be enacted
through circulation, legibility, and audience rather than through rhetorical address
alone.

Underlying many interviews, however, is an acute awareness of the verse
novel’s precarious institutional status, shaped by the persistent misalignment between
creative commitment and literary infrastructures of recognition. John Newton
captures this ambivalence by characterising the form as ‘a huge mountain to climb’
(150), a metaphor which crystallises a broader pattern identified across the interviews:
the verse novel demands sustained technical and imaginative labour while remaining
difficult to classify, market, shelve, and reward. Writers repeatedly cite structural
barriers and disciplinary marginalisation — particularly in Aotearoa New Zealand,

61

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement




Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026 Book Review

where verse novels are often overlooked by English departments and funding bodies.
This precarity is compounded by literary prize cultures that force the form into an
unstable binary between poetry and fiction, leaving it vulnerable to suspicion from
both camps. The recurring sense of marginality that emerges from these accounts thus
reflects not failure, but a conscious commitment to sustaining poetic labour in the face
of systemic invisibility.

Regional identity also emerges as a significant dimension of the collection.
Australian contributors frequently reference local poetic traditions and figures such as
Les Murray and Dorothy Porter, while New Zealand writers articulate both the
influence of Australian developments and the distinctiveness of Aotearoa’s literary
genealogies, including Maori and Pacific epic storytelling. These conversations
gesture toward a trans-Tasman literary ecology that is dialogic rather than derivative,
marked by exchange, divergence, and culturally specific innovation.

The collection’s principal strength lies in its polyvocality. By privileging
practitioners’ reflections, Weste constructs a textured account of craft, uncertainty,
experimentation, and professional survival that would be difficult to capture through
purely critical analysis. The interviews offer rich material for scholars of contemporary
poetics, creative writing pedagogy, and publishing studies, while remaining
accessible to writers and educators. Weste’s acknowledgement of Indigenous authors
and their contributions, even where interviews were not possible, gestures toward the
decolonising potential of verse narrative while also signalling the structural limits of
the archive.

Nevertheless, the book’s interview format necessarily constrains its analytical
depth. While the introduction provides valuable contextual framing, the volume does
not advance a sustained theoretical argument about the verse novel as a literary
system, and readers seeking extended engagement with narratology, poetics, or genre
theory will need to supplement this collection with critical scholarship. Additionally,
as a snapshot of practice published in 2021, the volume cannot account for more recent
developments, particularly the accelerating diversification of verse novels across age
categories, digital platforms, and hybrid publishing models. Despite these limitations,
The Verse Novel: Australin & New Zealand represents a significant contribution to
regional literary studies and to the documentation of contemporary creative practice.
For scholars interested in genre hybridity, creative process, Antipodean literary
cultures, and the evolving politics of form, Weste’s collection offers both an invaluable
resource and a compelling invitation for further critical work.

Tess Ezzy
University of New England
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