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Violence of Appearances Suite

The title of Greg Creek’s group of paintings alludes to Max Meldrum’s theory of painting as a science of 

appearance, and is thus a deliberate engagement with a significant but now largely forgotten chapter in 
Australian and local art history. Meldrum was one of Melbourne's most influential practitioners between the 

wars, partly because he was one of the few artists at the time to have developed a theory for his practice. 
This had to do with what he understood as the impersonality of painting. He believed and taught that painting 

was a pure science, that of optical analysis, and was ‘a naturalism grounded in the objective analysis of 
tone.’ 1 Inheriting his love of dark tones from his teacher Bernard Hall, Meldrum also connected his optical 

theory with a social one – decadence being aligned to an interest in colour.

In spite of what seems now a conservative, rear guard action against modernism, Meldrum was, unlike most 
of his contemporaries, a critic of society, a pacifist, and remained so throughout his life. This combination of 

ideas – aesthetic, social and political – is clearly what has attracted Creek to Meldrum, whom he positions in 
the traditions of social realism and the neue sachlichkeit.

Creek’s intellectual ancestry includes not only Meldrum but also other figurative painters in the critical realist 

tradition, such as Goya, Courbet, Daumier and the acerbic satire of Australian political cartoons. The history 
painting of contemporary American artist Leon Golub however, provides the best parallel to Creek’s work and 

the two share numerous concerns, particularly in their use of the human body as a sign of social and cultural 
identity. Both are acutely aware of the iconography of western figurative painting and reactivate it in their 

work, and both combine this with allusions to popular, contemporary culture.

The title of Creek’s suite of paintings, its substitution of violence for science, alerts us to the particular focus 
he brings to his material. Violence operates in various ways in the works, not least of which is that Meldrum’s 

‘impersonal’ tonalism is used to forge a personal representation of Australian political history.

Each of the seven panels enacts some violence – to the subject, to the viewer, between the depicted figures. 
There is, for example, the violence of wresting historical personages from their own time in order to enact 

encounters of the artist’s imagination. The underlying current of domestic violence hinted at in Interior with 
Suffrage is deeply unsettling. Painted in the dark tonalities of Meldrum’s favoured palette, and exhibiting his 

‘predilection for the artfully designed lights of studio interiors’, 2 this picture shows politicians in the 
compromised intimacy of a private, interior space. The fully clothed, upright Paul Keating stands to one side 

while opposite him, the half-dressed, seated Anita Keating crouches away from the viewer in a pose of 
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submission (taken from Degas). Creek is interested in the fact that paintings we now see as generic and 

impersonal – Courbet’s Burial at Ornans for example – were at the time of their execution full of recognisable 
figures, thus rendering the viewer’s response to them more complex and compromised than our own. It is to 

achieve something of this complexity that Creek has attempted here. A similar mood, with strong homoerotic 
undercurrents, is evident in the strange encounter between John Gorton and Bill Clinton underneath the 

Abbotsford Bridge. Enacting an ancient scene between Achilles and Patroclus this work is a sardonic 
representation of Australia’s relationship with its powerful ally who, like Achilles, binds up his friend’s wounds 

in order to send him out once more to battle and his death.

By using well-established iconography from the western canon of figurative painting Creek achieves a 
resonant, personal vision. The Supplication of Carmen casts the former Western Australian Premier as 

Millais’ Ophelia ,spread-eagled, legs twisted in front of a filthy drain outlet. Is this political self-destruction or 
political assassination? A naked Garfield Barwick crouches amid sinister, looming pieces of machinery in an 

attitude of frightening subjection. The title, Barwick in The Penal Colony is taken from a short story by Kafka, 
and suggests that Barwick is a masochistic subject of colonial law, too subservient to its structures to avert 

the calamity of Whitlam’s dismissal.

In some paintings, the dark tonalities of Meldrum are replaced with a brighter, decorative use of colour, In 
Don Dunstan and the Elders, the former Premier in pink shorts and dark boots, flinches beneath the 

threatened blow of polo playing Kerry Packer, while to one side, the Mandarin, Rupert Murdoch (whose dress 
and pose are taken from Meldrum’s Chinoiseries) looks on. The iconography of the first two figures is derives 

from Artemesia Gentileschi’s ‘Susannah and the Elders’ and an ancient Roman relief depicting Orestes 
slaying Clytemnestra, a common source for Renaissance depictions of revenge and murder. The meaning is 

clear: our ‘elders’, the media are now those who regulate society’s mores and punish its transgressors. There 
is a sort of cruel satire also at play here, in the decorative, chinoiserie setting in which this brutal exposure 

takes place. Satire is also foremost in Natasha Delivers Peter, an acerbic comment on the commodification 
of a political cause rendered in figures and tones derived from pop culture. The satirical vein in Creek’s work 

comes from its deep roots in Australian political caricature but its ambition is larger than this, and reaches 
back into the rich genealogy of European figurative art in order to reanimate a local, if senescent, realist 

tradition.
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