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ROCK IS DEAD
new paintings

Internationally acclaimed Australian Pop painter Johnny Romeo makes his triumphant 
return to Perth with his most incendiary series to date, ROCK IS DEAD. The artist has 
crafted an electrifyingly colourful and personal homage to the essence of rock’n’roll 
that amplifies his inimitable Neo-Expressionist Pop stylings to scorching new levels. 
Carrying the torch of Pop provocateurs like Mel Ramos and Jeff Koons, Australia’s 
leading Pop artist juxtaposes punchy cultural commentary with exuberant, absurdist 
imagery to cleverly subvert rock music tropes and critique the slow death of rock’n’roll 
in our cultural landscape. Romeo’s frenetic works lament the bygone era of rock’s 
heyday, while recalling the thrilling, larger-than-life spirit that made icons such as 
Freddie Mercury and Nirvana’s ‘Nevermind’ such enduring forces in music. 

Over the last decade, countless ink has been spilt on the demise of rock’n’roll. Rock 
stars such as The Who’s Roger Daltrey and KISS’ Gene Simmons have decried the 
fading influence of rock in today’s musical climate, noting that the fire and popularity 
that once propelled rock’n’roll has now been taken up by hip hop. In ROCK IS DEAD, 
Johnny Romeo masterfully contends with the death of rock’n’roll through his unique 
Neo-Expressionist Pop lens, crafting a powerful body of work that pays tribute to 
the end of an era and infers the emerging dominance of hip hop within Pop culture. 
Part elegy, part celebration, the series is a raucous love letter to the rock stars that 
plastered bedroom walls, and the vital music that soundtracked generations of 
restless youth.

Death permeates Romeo’s work in ways both direct and subtle, melancholic and 
grimly humorous. Morbid motifs such as skulls and skeletons are littered throughout 
the series, lending the paintings a primal energy that recalls the visceral nihilism of 
punk and rock’n’roll’s fixation with living fast and dying young. In other instances, 
Romeo cheekily inverts rock’n’roll’s penchant for mythologising to metaphorically 
‘kill’ off rock stars, injecting his works with obscure and often surreal Pop culture 
references that comment on death while turning common perceptions of figureheads 
such as John Lennon and Motorhead’s Ian ‘Lemmy’ Kilmister on their head. 



Despite its macabre ruminations, ROCK IS DEAD is an inherently life-affirming series 
that showcases Johnny Romeo at his most strident and bombastic. The artist’s 
signature graphic line-work and exuberant Technicolour arrangements are delivered 
with the sonic heft of thundering distorted guitars dialled up to 11, giving each painting 
a crackling energy that is impossible to ignore. In ROCK IS DEAD, Romeo doesn’t just 
paint iconic rock-stars, he visually inhabits them. Breathing new life into tired rock 
tropes, Romeo has crafted memorable portraits that evoke the irreverence of Pop 
Art upstarts like Mel Ramos while embodying the spirit of musical heroes in absurd 
and refreshing ways. Each work is drenched in symbolism, imbued with multiple 
layers of meaning that point not only to what is visible, but more fascinatingly what is 
happening beyond the pictorial plane. 

Rock’n’roll has always been a part of Romeo’s work, but here the artist truly embraces 
that influence and takes it to soaring new heights. Acting as the quintessential visual 
rock DJ, Romeo deftly samples the classic album imagery of rock masterpieces such 
as The Clash’s ‘London Calling’ and Pink Floyd’s ‘Dark Side of the Moon’ to create 
thrillingly layered mash-ups that harness the power of rock’n’roll iconography and 
interrogate our relationship with music. 

As a life-long fan of rock, Johnny Romeo expertly plumbs the depths of popular music 
to create visually anthemic word assemblages that recall the rousing choruses of 
classic rock hits. The artist playfully splices fragments of song titles and lyrics with 
punchy cultural references, using his signature acerbic wit to subvert rock’n’roll’s 
overtly masculine tendencies and comment on contemporary issues ranging from 
femi nism and queer identity to grief and cultural appropriation. Text is ingeniously 
used to also examine the rising influence of hip hop as rock’s heir apparent, 
demonstrated through the interplay of rock and rap vernacular and the subtle 
referencing of hip hop brandnames interspersed throughout the series. 

A defiant statement of intent from Australia’s King of Pop, ROCK IS DEAD sees Johnny 
Romeo deliver a truly bombastic and righteously riotous body of works that captures 
the raw grit and larger-than-life spirit of rock’n’roll with immense wit and electrifying
energy. The series is a darkly humorous slice of potent Kitsch Pop that explores shifting 
musical tides, reflecting a world where the danger and fury of rock’n’roll is dying but 
refuses to fade away. 



Johnny Romeo, Radio Gaga, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



RADIO GAGA

The history of rock music is littered with machoer-than-thou figureheads, but very 
few could balance such hyper-masculinity with outright fabulousness like Freddie 
Mercury. In Radio Gaga, Johnny Romeo playfully re-imagines Mercury as John 
Paul Gaultier’s ‘Le Male’ sailor ad, transforming the Queen lead-singer into the 
ultimate queer rock hero. Romeo fuses the suggestive pose and striped top of 
Gaultier’s sailor man with rich rainbow hues and Mercury’s iconic moustache to 
create an unapologetically queer symbol that perfectly captures the flamboyant, 
high-camp theatrics that made the lead-singer such a star. Framed by a 
classic Sailor Jerry tattoo motif, Romeo imbues ‘Queen’ with a bold, anthemic 
quality that elevates it beyond being a mere band-name into a declaration of 
identity, a statement of defiance. ‘Killer Queen’ makes reference to Queen’s first 
big international hit, which reached number two in the UK and number one in the 
US. Astute viewers, however, will notice that the letters ‘THR’ have been crossed 
out. The sly play on ‘Thriller’, Michael Jackson’s record-breaking 1982 album, 
alludes to a failed 1982 collaboration between Freddie Mercury and Michael 
Jackson. Despite his admiration of Jackson and ‘Thriller’, Mercury ceased to work 
with the King of Pop due to irreconcilable quirks. Romeo takes his penchant for 
Pop culture a step further with the title of the work, Radio Gaga. A reference to 
Queen’s 1984 hit of the same name, Romeo draws on the song’s lyrical 
exploration of the rise of the music video and MTV to comment on the impending 
death of rock’n’roll in contemporary Pop culture, a gaga-world where the power 
of music has been overtaken by style and image. 



Johnny Romeo, Soul Train, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



SOUL TRAIN

Since breaking into the mainstream in 1969 with ‘Space Oddity’, David Bowie has 
often been considered rock’s great astronaut. Indeed, the BBC used the song to 
soundtrack its coverage of the moon landing, cementing Bowie’s reputation as 
music’s quintessential cosmic traveller. In Star Thrust, Johnny Romeo takes Bowie’s 
connection to space to its logical conclusion, depicting him as Major Tom, the tragic 
astronaut figure at the centre of ‘Space Oddity’. Despite reaching for the heavens, 
there is an air of mortality to Romeo’s rendition of Bowie. The glam pomp of Bowie’s 
iconic Aladdin Sane thunderbolt is here painted in a rich black, with a crack splitting 
across his helmet, acting as powerful allusions to the rock star’s death in early 2016. In 
this sense, Romeo’s Bowie should be seen as an astronaut in search of his Blackstar, 
a reference to David Bowie’s almost prophetic final album. Released two days after 
Bowie’s death, the album was full of allusions and imagery suggesting his own passing. 
The bold ‘Star Thrust’ is a clever riff on ‘Stardust’, taken from the 1972 album ‘The Rise 
and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars’. Even here, the allusion to Bowie 
being thrusted into the cosmos of stardom is tinged with melancholy. Immortalised 
and floating through space, forever in search of his Blackstar, one day Bowie will fall 
back to Earth. Romeo ties this concept cleverly with ‘The Man That Fell to Earth’, the 
1976 Nicholas Roeg film starring David Bowie as Thomas Jerome Newton, an alien 
that comes to Earth in an effort to save his planet. The pathos of the painting is 
beautifully encapsulated in its title, ‘Soul Train’, which conjures images of passing on 
into the afterlife. Romeo’s knack for double entendres, however, also lends a cheeky 
bent to the phrase, with its reference to the iconic African American show Soul Train. 
Bowie, discovering soul and disco in the 1970’s, became one of the few white artists to 
perform on the show, a point subtly reflected in the white ‘Train’ writing on black in the 
painting. 



Johnny Romeo, Double Fantasy, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



DOUBLE FANTASY

The surreal has long been a source of inspiration and fascination in Pop culture. 
With its instantly recognisable bowler hat and apple-shrouded figure, Rene 
Magritte’s 1946 self-portrait ‘The Son of Man’ today remains one of Surrealism’s 
most enduring and captivating images. Double Fantasy is a masterful mash-up of 
Surrealism and rock’roll iconography that re-envisages John Lennon as 
Magritte’s enigmatic faceless man, creating a visual fantasy within a fantasy. 
Johnny Romeo tips his hat to The Beatles’ shift towards psychedelia and its 
connection to the mind-altering spirit of Surrealism by drawing inspiration from by 
the Beatle’s declaration that ‘nothing is real’ in their 1967 single ‘Strawberry Fields 
Forever’. Despite its exuberant colour arrangements and vibrant Pop imagery, the 
work is full of dark allusions to John Lennon’s untimely death. ‘Double Fantasy’ 
refers to Lennon’s final album, released only three week’s before he was 
murdered. At first blush, the use of the iconic apple appears to be a nod to ‘Le Jeu 
De Morre’, a famous Magritte painting owned by Paul McCartney that inspired the 
name of The Beatle’s record company ‘Apple Corps’. Within the context of Double 
Fantasy, however, the apple takes on a grim connotation. Romeo paints 
Magritte’s traditionally green apple a vibrant red, piercing it with an arrow to 
symbolise John Lennon being shot dead in New York - the Big Apple. The 
unforgiving nature of New York is further captured by Romeo’s evocation of 
Magritte’s faceless man to represent the crushing corporate culture of the Big 
Apple. Being a Pop artist, Romeo doesn’t wallow in misery for long, tempering the 
melancholy of Double Fantasy with the kind of cheeky word-play and spirited Pop 
culture sampling that have become signature features of his distinctive Kitsch 
Pop style. The word ‘Tangerine’, an obscure lyric in the 1967 Beatles hit ‘Lucy In the 
Sky With Diamonds’ is scribbled out to reveal John Lennon’s most iconic single, 
‘Imagine’. The No. 9 in the painting represents both ‘Revolution 9’ from the Beatles’ 
‘White Album’, and Lennon’s song ‘#9 Dream’… or does it? In a gesture of Surrealist 
trickery, Romeo leaves the audience asking whether it really is ‘number 9’, or ‘no 9’, 
creating a triple fantasy beyond the picture plain. 



Johnny Romeo, Star Fox, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



STAR FOX

For headbangers, heshers and heavy metal disciples the world over, no-one quite 
epitomises the fire and fury of rock’n’roll quite like Ian ‘Lemmy’ Kilmister. For four 
decades, the iconic lead singer and bassist for English band Motörhead was the 
ultimate rock bad-boy, crushing the airwaves and rupturing ear-drums with his 
primal, punk-infused take on heavy metal. Star Fox sees Johnny Romeo capture 
Lemmy’s brazen, in-your-face attitude with immense gusto as he powerfully 
distills the rock legend’s fearless approach to life, with a quirky twist. Depicted 
with a half-face, half-skull, Romeo’s Lemmy is the very embodiment of ‘Victory & 
Death’, a point reinforced night after night as Lemmy stared death in the face in 
front of thousands like an emperor in battle, all too aware of his own impending 
passing in late 2015. Romeo cements Lemmy’s reputation as rock music’s 
perennial hell raiser, emblazoning the word in bold letters in reference to the 
Motörhead track of the same name, off their 1992 album ‘March Or Die’. The sly 
concealing of the K from ‘hell-raiser’, spelling ‘Kaiser’, acts as a sly allusion to 
Lemmy’s controversial obsession with collecting German World War II 
memorabilia. Lemmy’s military cap, with its subtle nod to Motörhead’s classic 
hard-rock anthem ‘Ace of Spades’, further reinforces his taste for questionable 
war memorabilia. Cannily navigating the sensitive race issues surrounding the 
legacy of World War II, Romeo deliberately uses the term ‘Kaiser’ to reflect 
Lemmy’s constant denunciations of Nazism, fascism and the skinhead movement 
in light of his Third Reich collection. Known for turning our perceptions of Pop 
culture icons on their head, Romeo throws in a humorous curve-ball in his 
otherwise iron-fisted rendition of Lemmy. Star Fox takes it’s name not from a 
Motörhead paean to rock’n’roll hedonism, but more surprisingly Lemmy’s favourite 
video-game, Star Fox. Amidst the well-publicised sex, drugs and booze that 
characterised the rock legend’s life, Lemmy was also an avid gamer who spent 
countless nights at the Rainbow Bar & Grill on 9015 Sunset Boulevard in LA 
playing his favourite video-game, with a cigarette and Jack & Coke in hand. In an 
amusing way, the title of the work is perfectly apt - if there ever was a ‘star fox’ up 
there in rock’n’roll heaven, it would be Lemmy. 



Johnny Romeo, Blue Suede, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



BLUE SUEDE

 

The history of rock music is one that is marked by the constant adoption and re-
appropriation of bygone music styles and looks. With its greased back, slicked-up 
quiff, the pompadour, popularised by Elvis in the 1950s, has become a symbol of 
rock’n’roll’s effortless cool and edgy danger that has been adopted by countless 
sub-cultures with an unfettered love for speed, rebellion and a nice steel comb. In 
Blue Suede, Johnny Romeo pays tribute to the enduring power of the pompadour 
and classic barber culture, depicting a young and well-coiffed Elvis surrounded by 
two switchblades and the bold text ‘American Crew’. The work acts as a 
throwback to the free-spirited teenage delinquency of the 1950s, which can be 
seen through the mug-shot-esque feel of Elvis’ side profile and the Sailor Jerry 
style of the painting. At the same, Blue Suede acknowledges the ‘everything old is 
new again’ attitude of the current hipster generation, who have appropriated the 
pompadour and elements of the classic rock’n’roll bad-boy aesthetic of icons like 
Elvis, Marlon Brandon and James Dean. The interplay between ‘American Crew’, 
a reference to the world’s leading men’s grooming brand, and ‘American Blues’ 
showcases Romeo’s adept ability at using textual arrangements to pivot the 
conceptual focus of his works. ‘American Blues’ explores the influence of African-
American music on Elvis, who sang gospel music at the First Assembly of God 
Church with his parents, and publicly cited the influence of black blues 
artists such as B.B King, Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup, Ivory Joe Hunter and Fats 
Domino. The switch-blades, in this respect, signify both the cut-throat nature of 
the music industry, and Elvis’ cutting and pasting of African American music to 
create his signature rock’n’roll style. While dismissed by certain parts of 
American society for his alleged plagiarism of black music, Elvis has been 
celebrated by critics for his synthesis of black blues and R&B and white country 
influences from artists such as Ernest Tubb and Bill Monroe. This point is captured 
in the work’s title, Blue Suede, which references the 1955 rock’n’roll standard ‘Blue 
Suede Shoes’ written and recorded by Carl Perkins. Often considered the first 
‘rockabilly’ record, the tune seamlessly fused blues, country and pop music, and 
became a classic hit for Elvis, who performed the song three times on national 
television. 



Johnny Romeo, Night Prowler, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm 



NIGHT PROWLER

No band has courted controversy and captured the raw power of rock’n’roll quite 
like Australian hell-raisers AC/CD. Night Prowler is a devilishly Pop homage to AC/
DC’s legendary lead singer Bon Scott, who ‘Classic Rock’ named the ‘greatest 
frontman of all time’ in 2004. Depicted as a horned 19th Century Jack the 
Ripper-esque dilettante, Romeo’s rollicking rendition of Scott evokes Romantic 
depictions of the devil popularised by authors such as John Milton while 
referencing the diabolical imagery of ‘Highway to Hell’, the last album AC/DC 
recorded with Bon Scott before his death in early 1980. The use of 19th Century 
British dandy garb pays tribute to Scott’s birthplace of Forfar, Scotland, and the 
site of Scott’s untimely passing in East Dulwich, London. Romeo gleefully toys with 
the term ‘Dirty Deeds’, a throwback to the 1981 album and single ‘Dirty Deeds 
Done Dirt Cheap’, to create the phrase ‘Dirty Lead’. The word assemblage 
acknowledges the ongoing debate between AC/DC fans as to who was the 
band’s greatest lead singer - Bon Scott, or his successor Brian Johnson, who 
replaced Scott in 1980 and remained with the band until 2016. Entitled Night 
Prowler, the painting explores AC/DC’s controversial association with infamous 
American ‘Night Stalker’ serial killer Richard Ramirez. Convicted of over 15 highly 
publicised murders in the mid-1980s, Ramirez was a big fan of the band, in 
particular their single ‘Night Prowler’, and allegedly left an AC/DC hat at the scene 
of one his crimes. The ensuing Ramirez trial brought extremely bad publicity to the 
band, whose concerts and albums were the subject of intense boycotts by 
parents in Los Angeles County. ‘Night Prowler’, the final track on AC/DC’s 1979 
‘Highway to Hell’ album, is renowned for its churning blues rhythm, ominous lyrics 
and murderous connections to Ramirez, although the band claim that the song is 
actually about a boy sneaking into his girlfriend’s bedroom at night. As a 
statement of intent, the edginess of the title ‘Night Prowler’ perfectly encapsulates 
the electrifying energy of Bon Scott-era AC/DC, one of the dirtiest, loudest and 
most dangerous lineups in rock music history.



Johnny Romeo, Atomic Rapture, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



ATOMIC RAPTURE
 

The ‘We Can Do It’ poster, depicting the empowered, bandana-clad Rosie the 
Riveter icon, has been immortalised in Pop culture as a significant symbol for 
Feminism. Produced by Howard J Miller in 1943, the poster was first used by 
Westinghouse Electricals as American wartime propaganda to inspire worker 
morale. The poster took on a new life in the early 1980s, where it was adopted 
by political activists to promote Feminism. Around this time, the New York band 
Blondie, with their magnetic lead singer Debbie Harry, began making serious 
waves off the back of their scorching take on punk and new wave. Atomic Rapture 
sees Johnny Romeo ingeniously transform Debbie Harry into the poster’s iconic 
‘Rosie the Riveter’, recognising the influence of Harry and punk contemporaries 
like Patti Smith and Siouxsie Sioux in revolutionising the way that women in bands 
were perceived. Eschewing the glamor often associated with Debbie Harry for the 
rough, flexing pose of the Rosie figure, the painting examines the tough realities 
facing women forging an identity in rock music. The ‘Call Me’ emblazoned in the 
work’s background tips its hat to ‘Call Me’, the chart-busting Blondie single used 
as the theme for the 1980 film ‘American Gigolo’. Closer inspection of the work, 
however, sees the name ‘Warhol’ scratched out of the word assemblage. A 
notable New York cultural icon, Harry was immortalised by Andy Warhol in a 
series of screen-printed portraits used from a single photo-shoot at Warhol’s 
Factory studio. The connection between Harry and Warhol is further explored 
through Romeo’s painting, which cleverly appropriates an actual photo taken from 
the famous Factory shoot. A potent encapsulation of Blondie’s fiery fusion of punk 
attitude and slick Pop songwriting, Atomic Rapture takes its attention-grabbing 
title from two signature Blondie singles - 1979’s ‘Atomic’ and 1980’s ‘Rapture’. The 
first rap video ever broadcast on MTV, ‘Rapture’ offers fascinating parallels to 
Romeo’s synthesis of street art, hip hop, rock’n’roll and visual art, with its c
onnections to graffiti artists Fab Five Freddy and Lee Quinones, rap icon 
Grandmaster Flash and Neo-Expressionist visionary Jean-Michel Basquiat.



Johnny Romeo, Cherry Bomb, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



CHERRY BOMB

In 1982, Joan Jett and the Blackhearts released one of the greatest love-letters 
to rock music with the anthemic single ‘I Love Rock’n’Roll’. Cutting her teeth in punk 
and rock circles since 1975, Joan Jett has become not only a Feminist icon, but 
one of the most legendary figures in rock history, a point denoted by the two stars 
on either side of Jett’s face. Cherry Bomb is a playful homage to Jett that cheekily 
re-envisions the rock-star as an iconic Sailor Jerry tattoo. In the painting, Romeo 
cleverly replaces the rugged denim and leather jackets often associated with Jett 
for a male sailor’s outfit, drawing attention to Jett’s ability to make a name for 
herself in a man’s world, on her own terms. Inspired by the likes of Suzi Quatro, 
Jett fought hard to overcome the rampant sexism she regularly faced and build 
her career as a woman in rock music. The juxtaposition between Joan Jett’s edgy, 
punk look and the bubblegum sweet pastel hues of the background, while 
seemingly incongruous at first, represent the complex and diverse spectrum of 
femininity, which stretches from maidenly innocence to take-no-prisoners 
rebellion. Joan Jett’s refusal to play by men’s rules and be caged in by the 
status quo has allowed her to leave a lasting impression on the music world, 
much like the permanence with she is depicted as a tattoo design. 
Often touted as the ‘Godmother of Punk’, Romeo uses text to highlight the special 
influence Jett had on the Riot Grrl movement, an underground feminist punk 
phenomenon spearheaded in the early 1990’s by fiercely feminist bands such as 
Bikini Kill and Babes in Toyland. Romeo celebrates the electrifying energy of Joan 
Jett’s live performances through the phrase ‘Cherry Bomb’, a tip of the hat to The 
Runaway’s 1976 punk-inflected hard-rock single penned by then member Jett. 
The ‘original riot grrl’, Joan Jett’s staunch independence and commitment to ‘not 
giving a damn about her bad reputation’ has made her the quintessential ‘cherry 
bomb’ of rock’n’roll, an explosive tour de force whose infectious melodies and 
no-nonsense attitude has paved the way for women to truly rock. 



Johnny Romeo, Day Fall Rock, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 153cm x 153cm



DAY FALL ROCK

There are few images in rock history as iconic as Led Zeppelin’s ‘Icarus’ figure. 
While never officially used as a symbol by the band, the Icarus motif became the 
logo for Led Zeppelin’s Swan Song record label in 1974 and has since become 
synonymous with the legendary British hard-rockers. In Day Fall Rock, Johnny 
Romeo ingeniously mashes together two classic Led Zeppelin symbols as he 
transforms the Icarus logo into a vivacious, Technicolour-drenched hard-rock 
martyr clinging on for dear life to Led Zeppelin’s ‘Mothership’. First appearing on 
the cover of the band’s groundbreaking 1969 debut and later re-interpreted by 
street-artist Shepard Fairey in 2007 for Led Zeppelin’s ‘Mothership’ Greatest Hits 
compilation, the use of the Mothership demonstrates Romeo’s uncanny ability to 
play with cultural iconography and create layers of appropriation within his work. 
Symbolic appropriation is further explored in the title of the work, ‘Day Fall Rock’, a 
tribute to artist William Rimmer, whose 1869 sketch ‘Evening (The Fall of Day)’ was 
modified to create the design for the classic Swan Song ‘Icarus’ logo. Read within 
the context of the work, the title compliments the myth of the youthful Icarus, who 
in Greek mythology attempted to escape Crete with wings of wax and weathers 
but flew too close to the sun and fell to his death. Romeo taps into Led Zeppelin’s 
fascination with mysticism and sacred imagery to masterfully reconfigure Icarus 
into a potent symbol for tragic rockstars such as Jimi Hendrix and Amy 
Winehouse, who rose to lofty heights within the music industry only to succumb to 
a life of self-destruction. Icarus, despite being depicted in the throes of death, also 
represents rock music’s resilience within the work as he desperately clutches on to 
the Mothership with every inch of his being. The dogged determination of rock’n’roll 
to maintain cultural relevancy is cheekily reflected in the artist’s transformation of 
‘Sample On’ into ‘Ramble On’, a reference to a classic Led Zeppelin song featured 
in both 1969’s ‘Led Zeppelin II’ and 2007’s ‘Mothership’. Sampling in popular music 
spread through electronic music and disco in the late 70s and early 80’s, but took 
on global dominance with the rise of hip hop in the 1980s. By erasing ‘Sample On’, 
Romeo makes a powerful statement in which the video may have killed the radio 
star, but the sampler has yet to kill off rock’n’roll.



Johnny Romeo, Promise Land Blues, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 153cm x 153cm



PROMISE LAND BLUES

There has always been an air of the surreal to Johnny Romeo’s Neo-Expressionist 
Pop works. Promise Land Blues, however, sees the artist fully take the plunge 
down the surrealist rabbit-hole to create a Technicolour acid trip that masterfully 
mashes the Grateful Dead and Johnny Cash with Pop slickness and a gleeful flair 
for the absurd. In the painting, Romeo appropriates The Grateful Dead’s 
legendary skull logo, taken from their 1976 live double album ‘Steal Your Face’ and 
deftly replaces the lightening in the skull with a confectionary-coloured portrait of 
Johnny Cash. The delightful visual pun, which literally ‘steals’ Cash’s face, 
acknowledges the connection between the country star and the Grateful Dead, 
who famously covered Cash’s track ‘Big River’ as part of their ‘Steal Your Face’ live 
set. With his penchant for boisterous wordplay in full swing, Romeo transforms the 
word assemblage ‘Big River’ into ‘Big Quiver’, a tongue-in-cheek nod to the shaky, 
weathered, baritone that made Cash one of the most distinctive voices in music. 
The sugar-coated palette and playfulness with which Romeo depicts ‘The Man In 
Black’ belies the underlying sense of melancholy etched on to the singer’s 
expression, which becomes apparent when one considers the parallels created 
between Cash and alternative rock crooner Jeff Buckley. While never explicitly 
named, ‘Big River’ has long been considered a quintessential ‘geography song’ 
dedicated to one of the most iconic locations in American culture, the Missis-
sippi River. The river holds a sombre note for Buckley, who was found dead after 
drowning in Wolf River Harbor, a water channel off the Mississippi River. Johnny 
Romeo subtly pays tribute to Buckley through the arrangement of Cash’s head, 
which floats within the skull motif as if drifting down a deathly river. 
Entitled Promise Land Blues, the work pays homage to the influence of 50’s rock 
icon Chuck Berry, whose song ‘Promised Land’ was covered by The Grateful Dead 
on ‘Steal Your Face’. Considered one of the founding fathers of rock’n’roll, Berry’s 
fusion of rhythm and blues with guitar solos and teenage rebellion left an 
indelible mark on the musical landscape. This is reflected in the ‘blues of the title’, 
which also tips its hat to one of Cash’s classic numbers ‘Folsom Prison Blues’. 
Romeo caps off the painting on a cheekily speculative note that recalls a lyric from 
Oasis’ ‘Who Feels Love’, envisioning Promised Land Blues as an imaginary Johnny 
Cash song in which the singer questions whether the Mississippi River is the 
Promised Land of which people have spoken.



Johnny Romeo, Revolution Morning Sun, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 153cm x 153cm



REVOLUTION MORNING STAR

There are few bands in the history of rock’n’roll as legendary as The Beatles, The 
Clash and the Velvet Underground. Together, these acts have released some of 
the most timeless records in the canon of rock music, from the psychedelic-tinged 
pop of Abbey Road, the forward-thinking punk of ‘London Calling’ to the drugged 
out bliss of ‘The Velvet Underground & Nico’, and essentially laid down the sonic 
groundwork for countless rock bands to follow. Revolution Morning Sun sees 
Johnny Romeo push his admiration of classic rock iconography to its most 
dazzling limits, visually mashing elements of these iconic records to deliver a 
bombastic eulogy to rock’n’roll. In the painting, Andy Warhol’s Pop Art banana 
hovers ominously over the shrouded figure of the Clash’s Paul Simonon as he 
defiantly raises his bass guitar to deliver the final death blow to rock music over 
London’s Abbey Road crossing. With its slick imagery and exuberant colour 
palette, the work evokes the garish polish of quintessential 80s album art, and 
ranks as one of Romeo’s most overtly Pop moments to date. The connection to 
the 1980’s is worth noting within the conceptual framework of Revolution Morning 
Sun, as the ascendance of synthesisers and sampling through hip-hop and 
electronic music in the decade signalled the beginning of the end for rock. 
Bringing together some of the biggest names in rock music, Romeo laments the 
lack of great stadium bands that exist today. The phrase ‘Better Band’ in this 
respect takes on a rueful feel, commenting on the lack of magnetism and star 
power of contemporary rock’n’roll, which has forced promoters to stack their 
line-ups with ageing legacy acts or bands who will never be ‘better’ than the 
greats. By reconfiguring ‘Better Band’ to ‘Better Man’, a reference to Pearl Jam’s 
1994 grunge classic of the same name, Romeo hilariously interrogates the 
smugness of cultural commentators claiming that our tastes have evolved 
beyond rock music. The use of Warhol’s incongruous banana motif in the world 
comically draws attention to a seemingly ‘better’ world where the righteous fury of 
rock’n’roll has been replaced by the manufactured pop of TV idols and the insipid 
sloganeering of mumble rap. Revolution Morning Rock, a clever amalgamation of 
The Clash’s ‘Revolution Rock’, The Velvet Underground’s ‘Sunday Morning’ and The 
Beatles’ Here Comes the Sun’, caps off the work in a daringly optimistic manner, 
pointing to a future where the rebellious spirit of rock’n’roll will rise again.



Johnny Romeo, Dead Rock Star, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 153cm x 153cm



DEAD ROCK STAR

One of the most instantly recognisable motifs in popular music, the skull has come 
to symbolise rock music’s appetite for destruction and obsession with living fast 
and dying young. In Dead Rock Star, the centrepiece for ‘Rock Is Dead’, Johnny 
Romeo uses the skull to come face to face with the very death of rock’n’roll. The 
black star face paint that covers the left eye of the skull is evocative of both the 
grim overtones of David Bowie’s final album ‘Black Star’ and the playful gaudiness 
of classic KISS make-up, capturing the danger and dread often underlying rock’s 
fixation with excess and rebellion. Like the stars that litter the Hollywood Walk of 
Fame, the star-spangled skull acts as a neon-drenched obituary to bygone times 
and fallen heroes. The morbid frankness of the title Dead Rock Star evokes the 
gritty nihilism of punk provocateur Iggy Pop, who released a single of the same 
name off his 2003 album ‘Skull Ring’. Romeo’s mastery of wordplay and gallows 
humour can be seen in the textual transformation of ‘Skull Ring’, Iggy Pop’s 15th 
studio album, into ‘Dull Ring’. The furious din of distorted guitars and pounding 
drums has here faded into the distance, diminished into a dull ring that hilariously 
recalls the tinnitus experienced at the end of a righteously loud rock or heavy 
metal concert. ‘Dull Ring’ also contends with the role of hip-hop in replacing 
rock’n’roll, and the dullness that has accompanied much popular hip-hop since it 
crossed into the mainstream at the turn of the millennium. In his track ‘Moment of 
Clarity’, famous New York rapper Jay Z examines the lack of spark in most 
mainstream rap with searing honesty, opining that ‘I dumbed down for my 
audience to double my dollars/They criticised me for it, but they all yell holla’. 
The final death knell for rock’n’roll through the rise of hip hop is brought home by 
the portrayal of the skull wearing Beats by Dre headphones. Absurd yet 
powerfully apt, the use of brand-placement highlights the way in which rap 
moguls such as Dr Dre have monopolised the current musical landscape and 
become the rock stars of today.



Johnny Romeo, Tender Bloom Age, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 153cm x 153cm



TENDER BLOOM AGE

Tender Bloom Age marks a thrilling new direction for Johnny Romeo. Inspired by 
classic record covers, the painting cleverly fuses the iconography of two legendary 
rock’n’roll albums - Nirvana’s 1991 groundbreaking grunge opus, ‘Nevermind’, and 
Pink Floyd’s 1973 cosmic progressive rock voyage, ‘Dark Side of the Moon’. In 
Tender Bloom Age, Romeo depicts the Nirvana baby floating through a Floydian 
outer space prism spectrum and breaking on through to the other side, a sly 
visual pun on The Door’s 1967 single ‘Break On Through’. According to Kurt 
Cobain, the concept behind the ‘Nevermind’ cover came about while watching a 
TV program on water births. Keeping with this spirit, Tender Bloom Age explores 
the notion of metaphysical rebirth through music, which is linked masterfully with 
the themes of freedom and the passage of time examined in Pink Floyd’s ‘Dark 
Side of the Moon’. Romeo has created text assemblages within the work that take 
on an almost spiritual tone, representing the circle of awareness with the words 
‘Tender’ (infancy), ‘Breathe’ (openness), ‘Bloom’ (enlightenment), ‘Age’ (wisdom and 
experience) and ‘Unplugged’ (death). The journey from life to death, from blissful 
ignorance to the freedom of knowledge, in many ways reflects the transcendental 
nature of rock’n’roll, and its ability to take on new life and reinvent itself with the 
emergence of new generations. The consummate visual Pop auteur, the phrases 
used by Romeo throughout the painting pay homage to signature songs from 
Pink Floyd and Nirvana and draw attention to the artist’s own passion for the 
rock music canon. This can be seen through the words ‘Breathe’, the second track 
from ‘The Dark Side of the Moon’, and ‘Breed’, the fourth track from ‘Nevermind’. 
Furthermore, the work takes its title from lyrics in Nirvana’s 1991 single ‘In Bloom’ 
(‘tender age in bloom’), a phrase which suggests both new life and a sense of 
metamorphosis gleaned from a heightened sense of awareness. Despite the lofty 
conceptual bent of the painting, Romeo eschews the celestial expansiveness of 
Pink Floyd for a more visceral aesthetic that echoes Nirvana’s raw grunge sound, 
as expressed in the term ‘unplugged’, a nod to Nirvana’s iconic 1994 MTV 
Unplugged in New York live album. The rambunctious punk attitude of Tender 
Bloom Age reaches its apotheosis in the figure of the Baby, who can be seen 
urinating on what came before, represented in the work by a smudge, in a final 
act of rock’n’roll defiance.



Johnny Romeo, Penny Royal, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



PENNY ROYAL
 

The best rock music has always been characterised by its rawness, its innate 
ability to translate the angst and volatility of the human condition into anthems 
fuelled by screeching guitars and thundering drums. For many, Nirvana’s 
legendary frontman Kurt Cobain embodies the vulnerability and nihilism of 
rock’n’roll like no other. Penny Royal is a hauntingly visceral homage to Cobain that 
scrubs the rawness of rock music to its very bones. In the painting, Johnny 
Romeo subverts the notion of ‘In Utero’ - latin for child ‘in the womb’ - by depicting 
the rock star as a brittle skeleton that externalises the interior anguish underlying 
many of Nirvana’s songs, particularly on their third and final album ‘In Utero’. 
Despite the macabre nature of the portrait, Cobain is shown with the living 
anatomy of a beating heart, a symbol which captures rock’n’roll’s rabid refusal to 
be killed off even in the face of certain death. The beating heart, coupled with the 
work’s vibrant colour arrangement, also acts as a cheeky nod to the 1982 single 
‘While My Heart Is Still Beating’, by British new-wave band Roxy Music. Not 
unlike new-wave, the Seattle grunge sound popularised by Nirvana tempered 
the gritty energy of punk into a sound more palatable for mainstream audiences. 
Romeo explores the notion of the music industry profiting off the misery of tragic 
rock stars through the textual manipulation of ‘In Utero’ into ‘In Heroes We Trust’. 
The phrase, drawn from the tag-line of the 2014 superhero blockbuster ‘Captain 
America: The Winter Soldier’, slyly plays off the term ‘In God We Trust’ found on 
US currency to explore the endless pursuit of money in music. Penny Royal, as the 
work’s title, continues this cynical jab at the music industry, referencing American 
pennies to call out record labels who have ruthlessly plundered the back 
catalogues of dead rock heroes to make a quick buck. This is further reinforced 
through the title’s allusion to ‘Penny Royal Tea’, a track off ‘In Utero’, which was 
slated to be the third single off the album in April 1994 but was later recalled after 
Kurt Cobain ended his own life in the same month. Re-released as a limited 
edition 7” vinyl for Record Store Day 2014, the single was accompanied by the 
Nirvana B-side ‘I Hate Myself and Wanna Die’, a title which today painfully 
encapsulates the tragedy of Kurt Cobain, the tormented rock star reluctantly 
thrust into the limelight.



Johnny Romeo, Night Bird, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



NIGHT BIRD
 

Leonardo Da Vinci’s ‘Mona Lisa’ has captured the public imagination for centuries, 
becoming a fixture of Pop culture that has appeared in everything from The 
Simpsons to the works of Marcel Duchamp and Andy Warhol. In Night Bird, 
Johnny Romeo cleverly re-envisions the Mona Lisa as the celebrated Fleetwood 
Mac songstress Stevie Nicks, filtered through his bubble-gum hued Neo-
Expressionist Pop lens. The portrait of Nicks maintains the regal poise of Da Vinci’s 
original while replacing the Mona Lisa’s enigmatic smile with a wistful expression 
that evokes the whimsy and longing present in Nicks’ torchlit ballads. A renowned 
style icon of the 1970s and 80’s, the juxtaposition of Mona’s Lisa’s iconic black 
garb and Nicks’ dandy’s top hat comments on the influence of 19th Century 
Romanticism and classic Renaissance imagery on the singer’s distinct bohemian 
style. The fusion of urban hippie chic with the aesthetics of antiquity is reflected in 
the elegant cover of Nicks’ 1981 debut solo album ‘Bella Donna’, whose title forms 
the painting’s eye-grabbing word assemblage. The scribbled erasure of the letters 
‘M and M’ creates the name Madonna, and reflects Romeo’s penchant for 
linguistic playfulness. In Italian, the title ‘Madonna’ was popularly used as a polite 
form of address to women similar to madame or my lady, which over time 
became truncated to the term ‘Mona’. The allusion to the name Madonna also 
nods to the tumultuous public relationship between Stevie Nicks and Madonna, 
who lambasted the 80s Pop queen in 2003 after her raunchy on-screen kiss with 
Britney Spears on the MTV Music Awards. Nicks’ quietly defiant nature and fierce 
independence is further encapsulated in the title of the work, ‘Night Bird’. Drawn 
from the name of the third single from Nicks’ 1983 album ‘The Wild Heart’, Night 
Bird explores the difficulties faced by female rock’n’roll singers, and the resilience 
needed to survive in a male-dominated world. 



Johnny Romeo, Eight Teen, 2018, acrylic and oil on canvas 122cm x 122cm



EIGHT TEEN
 

The story of Eight Teen, the final work in Johnny Romeo’s ‘Rock Is Dead’ series, 
begins with an amusing anecdote of mistaken identity. While working on a 
commission for punk band Blink 182, the artist received an email from a Ukrainian 
fan thanking Romeo for the huge impact he had made on his musical 
development. After a bit of confusion, Romeo came to the realisation that the fan 
had in fact mistaken him for the legendary punk rocker Johnny Ramone. In Eight 
Teen, Romeo takes this story and runs with it as he hilariously assumes the identity 
of Johnny Ramone, who in the painting is himself appropriated into the cover art 
of Alice Cooper’s 1975 album ‘Welcome to My Nightmare’. The heavily conceptual 
work sees Johnny Ramone / Romeo, clad in Alice Cooper’s iconic tuxedo, peering 
devilishly out of a triangular entrance as he closes the curtains on ‘Rock Is Dead’ 
and leaves the audience with his famous last words: ‘welcome to my nightmare’. 
For Romeo, the nightmare in question is a world in which rock is well and truly dead, 
and bland commercialised hip hop and pop rule the airwaves. Commiserating the 
end of an era, Romeo takes aim at the monotony of modern mainstream 
music through the word assemblage ‘Cretin Hop’. A playful homage to the 
Ramones fan-favourite of the same name, taken from their 1977 album ‘Rockets to 
Russia’, the phrase evokes images of the band rabidly pogo-dancing while 
performing the song live. Astute viewers will notice that two ‘I’s have been scribbled 
from the word assemblage, implying the phrase ‘cretin hip hop’ - a barbed 
comment on the uninspired, ‘dumbed down’ nature of most Top 40 hip hop today. 
Romeo also sets aim at the vapid monopolisation of hip hop by commercial moguls 
through the term ‘ihop’, a reference to a cheap chain of dessert restaurants across 
America. The notion of ‘cheapness’ in music acts as an intriguing conceptual 
segue-way back to Alice Cooper, who in his hey-day was himself heavily criticised 
for his gaudy, shock-rock antics. At the same time, Cooper’s furiously irreverent, 
devil-may-care approach to rock’n’roll left a considerable influence on countless 
punk, hard rock and heavy metal bands such as Anthrax, The Sex Pistols and KISS, 
a point highlighted in the title Eight Teen. Drawn from the 1970 Alice Cooper 
classic ‘I’m 18’, the singer’s first commercial breakthrough, Eight Teen alludes to the 
impact the song had on the development on punk rock and The Ramones, whose 
lead-singer Joey Ramone wrote their first song based on the chords of ‘I’m 18’. 
Romeo delivers a potent slice of Kitsch Pop with the painting, closing ‘Rock Is Dead’ 
on a thrillingly rambunctious note that speaks to the rebellious spirit that has made 
rock’n’roll such a vital force in music.



ROCK IS DEAD LIMITED EDITION PRINTS

Johnny Romeo caps off his incendiary new show Rock Is Dead with a 
series of five electrifying limited edition 12” x 12” prints that capture the 

acclaimed Kitsch Pop auteur at his most vibrant and fun. The series 
features each print in editions of 10, and pays homage to the iconic 

album art found on 12” record sleeves that kicked off the artist’s life-long 
love affair with art and music.  A deliciously sinful Technicolour rush of 

explosive hues and classic rock imagery, the print series offers audiences 
a thrilling insight into the very spirit of rock’n’roll. Romeo’s gloriously Pop 
take on muscle cars, pin-up girls and rock legends evokes the visceral 

thrill and grungy glamour of rock’n’roll in its heyday, where the righteous 
roar of distortion acts as the soundtrack to living life on the edge.





BIOGRAPHY
 

Johnny Romeo is an internationally 
acclaimed Australian painter. Considered 
Australia’s leading Pop artist, Romeo is 
spearheading the global Neo-Expressionist 
Pop movement with his electrifying collision 
of rock’n’roll swagger, comic book aesthetics 
and street art. Described by GQ Magazine 
Australia as ‘part punk, part pop’, Romeo’s 
works are explosive sugar rushes of 
Technicolour imagery and urban grittiness 
that are turning heads worldwide. 

Armed with tongue-in-cheek humour and 
razor-sharp social commentary, Johnny 
Romeo explores the influence of celebrity 
icons and brand-name heroes on our 
contemporary identity. Romeo approaches 
his art-making practice like a television, 
broadcasting colourful Postmodern visions 
that seek to re-contextualise and make 
sense of the daily cacophony of images, ads 
and memes that we are bombarded with in 
our Pop-obsessed culture. 

Over the last decade, Johnny Romeo has 
enjoyed a successive number of critically 
acclaimed and sold-out exhibitions 
across Australia, New Zealand and the US. In 
2017, Romeo continued his dominance as a 
world-class Pop artist, with sell-out 
exhibitions in Perth, Sydney, Auckland, and 
Pennsylvania, and a highly celebrated 
feature in Brisbane’s Sign of the Times group 
exhibition, alongside street art juggernauts 
Banksy, Blek le Rat and Swoon. A major force 
in contemporary Pop art, Romeo is 
represented by many top galleries both in 
Australia and overseas. 

Romeo has graced a number of prominent 
publications such as the Sydney Morning 
Herald, Vogue, Australian Art Review, 
Artist Profile and No Cure Magazine. 
Television features include the ABC 7:30 
Report, Foxtel’s STVDIO, and the ABC 
documentary ‘Conquest of Space: Science 
Fiction & Contemporary Art’, written and 
hosted by renowned art critic Dr. Andrew 
Frost. 

On the international stage, Johnny Romeo 
is a Pop art force to be reckoned with, with 
hugely celebrated exhibitions in New York, 
Los Angeles, Pennsylvania and Florida. He 
has participated in several high-profile group 
shows across the US and Europe, including 
Language Art, alongside childhood hero and 
Pop Art icon Robert Indiana. Romeo made a 
massive splash as a celebrated featured 
artist in POP AUSTIN 2017, exhibiting with 
contemporary art powerhouses like Damien 
Hirst, Jeff Koons and Mr. Brainwash. 
Over the past three years, Romeo has made 
many standout appearances on US national 
television and universities in support of 
his books TV Land (2015), and 10 year 
retrospective survey Plastic Fantastic (2017).  

As one of the biggest names in Pop art 
today, Romeo’s works are highly sought-after 
globally, and are held in prominent Australian 
and international public and private 
collections. He has collaborated on many 
illustrious projects with the likes of leading US 
snowboarding company Gilson Boards, craft 
beer alchemists Zeroday Brewing Company, 
world-famous punk band Blink 182 and 
Lexus Australia. 






