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Synopsis 

Based loosely on the events which occurred in Melbourne during the period 1995-2004, 

Underbelly retold the story of how and why a gang war was carried out on Melbourne 

streets.  It also told the story of why Task Force Purana was formed to bring the gang 

war to an end. Being scheduled for broadcast concurrently with the R v A trial, 

Underbelly raised concerns about the judicial process, namely the rights of the accused 

to a fair trial, free from external interference. I am not aware, nor was the Victorian 

judiciary, of the scheduling of any other television crime mini-series which had 

coincided with a trial. 

Melbournians were frequently subjected to the real events of the capital city’s gangland 

war which were widely reported in various newspapers, and which were broadcast on 

television, radio and the internet where viewers were confronted with gruesome images 

of victims. Capitalising on the popularity of such news stories were numerous books 

such as Big Shots (Shand, 2007a),  Leadbelly (Silvester and Rule, 2004) and Underbelly 

(Silvester and Rule, 2008), still in print at the time of Underbelly’s broadcast and 

available to Victorians even when the series was banned. The news items and books 

informed the public about the controversial lives of those who chose to live outside 

societal norms.  Yet these books were not censored or withdrawn from circulation 

before, during or even after any of the gangland murder trials, unlike the Underbelly 

television series.  

This thesis investigates the way in which "faction" (a term explained in the thesis 

document) of real crime in the television crime drama genre poses a problem for the 

trial process, when police technical consultants play a major role in the story telling 

process. While cultural producers hope the promise of fact (Paget, 1990) will ensure 

audiences will engage with the work, there is a reliance on the audiences to make the 

right connection to the created reality - yet they may have no previous knowledge of the 

events and people being portrayed. Resulting in, the specialised knowledge of police 

technical consultants providing the details necessary for understanding and representing 

a story about policing and criminality through police lenses. 
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While there have been a number of studies(Nelson, 2001; Lipkin, Paget and Roscoe, 

2006; Jewkes, 2015) which have taken the final product (e.g., a television show, a film, 

etc.) as the starting point for their analysis, in recent times Lam(2011;2013) and 

Colbran(2011;2014) have undertaken work into the production phase of crime 

television drama. Similarly to Lam and Colbran’s work this thesis looks at the 

production of television crime drama through the case study of Underbelly. By drawing 

on the relevant literature and qualitative research this study investigates how police have 

now become the primary definers of reality and the problems this has created when 

producing a contemporary television crime drama such as Underbelly.  

Underbelly did not strictly adhere to any one generic code; instead it drew inspiration 

from a number of generic treatments such as sensational fiction, melodrama, drama, 

documentary and faction, as a way to entice audiences to tune in every week for thirteen 

episodes. Instead, by drawing from the various elements of many different generic 

forms, Underbelly always had the potential to sit outside any one recognised generic 

category. Therefore, Underbelly provides an opportunity to further develop our 

understanding of factional genres - and not just as a form of entertainment. Not only can 

audiences relate the factional work to a journalistic story, the production could trigger 

memories/emotions of events and characters. Paget refers to this as “folk memory” 

which is easily triggered by alluding to news and current affairs  making it a “trump 

card” for both production houses and networks (Paget, 2011, p. 215).  

By attempting to add sensationalism and melodrama to recreate the realism of the 

Melbourne events of 1995-2004, Underbelly was considered by Her Honour Victorian 

Supreme Court Justice King and the Victorian Court of Appeal as being too realistic for 

the Melbourne public, who had the potential to become jurors. This study concerns 

itself with its effect on the judiciary and also recognises the problems the cultural 

producers, especially television producers of factional crime, can encounter.  

Therefore, this project is significant in relation to both Australian cultural production 

and the judicial process, because the suppression of Underbelly in Victoria in 2008 

highlights the challenges, even as it points to repercussions for the television industry 

and creative works focused on contemporary issues.  
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In examining the process of Underbelly’s production, this thesis draws attention to how 

what might have once been just a sensational news story is now the basis for television 

drama and how programs of this kind can offer a new sort of media based challenge to a 

defendant’s right to a fair trial. 
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Introduction 

Before commencing I found myself pondering over the way I could approach this 

project: should I concentrate on the production process of Underbelly or concentrate on 

the censorship of a television show? While these issues are interconnected, I found 

myself drawn towards the production process, the ways in which crime television shows 

are assembled/created and what, if any, role the police played in the development of 

Underbelly.  Therefore, this thesis is not about the issues of fair trial, instead it is 

concerned with the television series Underbelly as a form of cultural production: a form 

of cultural production that proved particularly challenging for the judiciary.  

Underbelly is a prime time television show based on the Melbourne Victoria Gangland 

War with a specific focus on events which occurred between 1995 and 2004.  

Underbelly was scheduled to be broadcast concurrently with the trial R v A [2008] VSC 

73 (12 February 2008), and as such Underbelly was banned from being screened in 

Melbourne, Victoria. Both A (the defendant) and B (the victim) were represented in 

Underbelly. What follows is a brief overview of Underbelly and the reasons for its 

subsequent ban1. Thus far, a number of studies (Jewkes, 2004; Jermyn, 2007; Surette, 

2011a) have examined the impact of media representations of crime and criminality, yet 

there has been very limited research undertaken into the production phase of crime 

television. In recent years two authors, Marianne Colbran and Anita Lam, have begun to 

focus on the production processes of crime television (Colbran, 2011, 2014a; Lam, 

2013).   

This thesis investigates the relationship between the right to a fair trial and the media by 

way of a case study of Underbelly (2008), and the way in which its production came to 

threaten the legal process of R v A1 [2008] VSC 73(12 February 2008). The trial known 

as R v A involved the application by A’s solicitor to have the Underbelly series, which 

was due to commence broadcasting in all states including Victoria at 8.30pm on 

Wednesday 13 February 2008, suppressed from viewing within the Victorian borders. A 

was charged with the murder of B. The Underbelly series was based around the 

Melbourne gangland period between 1995 and 2004. Tension between the right to fair 

trial and freedom of the press is not unusual for the most sensational court cases, but in 

this instance the issue is not news media, but entertainment media. This thesis reflects 
                                                           

1 See Chapter 4 Underbelly a case study in Cultural Production for a more detailed account 
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critically on what happens when a dramatization based on real events and people is 

screened simultaneously with an on-going trial. Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty 

King was not new to presiding over high profile criminal cases. Her Honour had 

presided over the trials of other of Melbourne’s criminal underworld figures who were 

also portrayed in Channel Nine’s Underbelly.   To be fair to all parties, Her Honour 

Justice King decided to view Underbelly before deciding what to do, and she ordered a 

meeting with all the interested parties prior to the date of the intended broadcast of 

Underbelly.  

Historically, Melbourne has seen many of its suburban landscapes become 

battlegrounds. The mid 1990’s to mid 2000 saw Melbourne once again become the 

setting for gangland war based on rivalry, greed and vengeance, which would eventually 

lead to the death of at least 30 plus people (Anderson et al., 2004). These murders were 

carried out by various gangland factions as not only retribution for other murders but 

also as part of a power struggle to gain control over the lucrative Melbourne drug trade. 

And although various media outlets kept the public informed of the killings, the general 

public appeared to accept the gangland murders as merely criminals “taking care of 

business” (Silvester, 2002; Herald Sun, 2009). However the June 2003 murders of Jason 

Moran (who was the half brother of Mark Cole Moran, son of Lewis and Judy Moran2, 

and who was born into the Melbourne criminal underworld) and Pasquale Barbaro at an 

Australian Rules junior football game, while five children sat in the back of the car, 

crossed a line. The public would no longer tolerate these acts of violence. Victorian 

Police Commissioner Christine Nixon’s response to this very public display of violence 

was to form Task Force Purana, whose focus was to end the very public murders taking 

place in and around Melbourne.  Yet the public still remained fascinated enough to 

remain engaged with the events though the many different forms of media, such as the 

books Big Shots (Shand, 2007a), Leadbelly: Inside Australia’s Gangland War  

(Silvester and Rule, 2004), Underbelly: The Gangland War (Silvester and Rule, 2008) 

and the television series, Underbelly (2008).  

The book Leadbelly: Inside Australia’s Gangland War by journalists John Silvester (the 

son of a former Victorian police officer) and Andrew Rule, was updated and released in 

2008 as Underbelly: The Gangland War and it was adapted for the television series 

                                                           

2 Judy Moran changed her name from Judith Cole via deed poll. 
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Underbelly in the same year. Underbelly (2008) was a thirteen part mini drama series 

loosely based on widely reported underworld criminal activity which took place in 

Melbourne during the mid 1990’s to the mid 2000’s. The underworld “war” shocked the 

nation, with an estimated 30 plus murders taking place within the Victorian borders (Le 

Grand, 2008). While the Melbourne gangland war refers to a group of individuals who 

shared a common interest in the drug trade, Underbelly (2008) also focused on the 

interconnected war which was occurring at the same time between two rival groups; the 

Morans, who were members of the Carlton Crew, and the Williams’ crew (see 

Appendix 1). Not only were these groups rivals, they were both fighting a common 

enemy: Victorian police unit Task Force Purana.  

Task Force Purana was formed in early 2003 at the height of the Melbourne gangland 

war after a number of unsolved, yet possibly related murders, had occurred in and 

around Melbourne (Silvester, 2013, 2016). At the time of Task Force Purana’s 

formation, and with 29 unsolved murders, Purana consisting of 11 investigators and one 

analyst. By October 2003, Task Force Purana had been increased to a total of 55 

officers.  Over the years Task Force Purana  “has gone through various phases” 

(Haughton, 2013, p. 29) and still exists at the time of writing as it attempts to unravel 

many of the unsolved murders associated with the Melbourne gangland war. 

Underbelly3 was scheduled for broadcast on Channel Nine television, Australia wide,  

in February 2008, coinciding with the impending trial of  R v A [2008] VSC 73(12 

February 2008) (Supreme Court of Victoria, 2008). As mentioned, the issue which 

concerned the Victorian Supreme Court was that ‘A’, later identified as Evangelos 

‘Ange’ Goussis, was represented in the Underbelly production as the person who 

murdered another individual, later identified as Lewis Moran (who was also represented 

in the Underbelly production). While the Australian justice system allows for an open 

and transparent judicial system, there have been instances in print and broadcast media 

where the courts have felt it necessary to restrict media reporting of events that could 

prejudice an individual’s right to a fair trial because of outside interferences, including 

the media. The concern the courts have is the influence the media might have on 

potential jurors and witnesses, and the potential for media coverage to “poison the 

fountain of justice before it begins to flow” (Pearson and Polden, 2011, p. 89). In fact 

                                                           

3 The first in the Underbelly franchise 
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Stephen Gillers (1989) and Anita Lam (2011, 2013) have expressed concerns about the 

effects of television productions on both ordinary people and legal practitioners.  Lam 

(2011) states that her concern is that the people who frequently watch television crime 

shows will “one day serve as jurors, and that their jury duty will be impacted by their 

consumption of pop cultural products” (Lam, 2011, p. 21).  Lam (2011, p. 107) goes on 

to assert that producers should not choose cases that are, “on-going or under appeal 

because they would risk placing both the producer and the broadcaster in a situation 

where they might be sued for suggesting someone is guilty before she has been declared 

so in a court of law.”  

Underbelly (2008) dramatised the story of interpersonal relationships, love, hate, 

revenge, loyalty, greed and pride. While these emotions were acceptable in private, 

when they were played out in public their actions were considered unacceptable to not 

only police officers but the wider society. As a dramatization of a current criminal case, 

Underbelly (2008) had the potential to interfere with the criminal justice system, i.e. the 

fair trial of defendant A.  Although portrayed but not named in the Underbelly series, 

‘A’ had a distinctive tattoo which made his identification possible in the television 

series. In an episode of Underbelly, due to air at the same time as the trial, defendant A 

was portrayed as the person who murdered victim B.  As the jurors in the case of R v A 

would come from Melbourne, for some jurors Underbelly had the very real potential for 

the truth to become fiction and the fictional version of events to become the truth. 

Underbelly had the potential to fill in the gaps in information that the jurors had not 

been privy to, such as personal knowledge of the events and people, through other 

means. 

The aim of the Underbelly production was to produce the television mini-series in such 

a way as to combine real facts, events and people familiar from media coverage with the 

sensationalism of the crime genre. But Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King who 

would preside over R v A stated, “It will be difficult for the viewing public to sift 

through what is factual material and what is fictional”, therefore Her Honour banned 

Underbelly from being broadcast within the Victorian jurisdiction. The notion of 

“sifting” suggests discrete pieces of fact and fiction, but the characteristics of this media 

representation were more complex, drawing as it did on facts of the case, eyewitness 

reports, expert witnesses, previous media representations including those in news 
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media, plus the familiar generic elements of crime genre, to capture the imagination of 

viewers. 

This thesis investigates the relationship between the right to fair trial and the media, 

using Underbelly as a case study to look critically at the way in which its production 

came to threaten the legal process for Evangelos ‘Ange’ Goussis. Tension between the 

right to fair trial and freedom of the press is not unusual for the most sensational court 

cases, but what makes this case study noteworthy of study in this instance, is that the 

issue is not news media, but entertainment media. This thesis reflects critically on what 

happens when a dramatization based on real events and people is screened 

simultaneously with an on-going trial.  I will also focus on how entertainment media 

can be shaped by real events and how these real events can in turn be mediated in 

multiple ways by what we see on screen and in the press. 

Specifically, this study will explore the factional characteristics of Underbelly, i.e. the 

dramatization of works based loosely on the real events and people involved in real 

crimes, and how this can be problematic for the trial process. Faction engages a human 

interest aspect as a means of engaging and maximising audiences. While faction will 

supply the events and people, there is an expectation on the part of producers that the 

audiences will make the correct connection(s) to create reality (Paget, 2007; Conolly 

and Haydar, 2008; Bignell, 2010; Lipkin, 2011).  In its analysis of Underbelly (2008), 

this thesis addresses the means by which a court case and a television drama are brought 

together as popular entertainment. I will do this by considering some of the most 

significant and salient characteristics of the crime genre, including its historical basis in 

melodrama and sensational fiction on the one hand and, on the other, the long standing 

concern with real crime and authentic stories and representations.  It explores these 

representational and aesthetic issues in relation to Underbelly through a consideration of 

the different parties involved in creating genre entertainment from real events in the 

news: the cultural producers, the judiciary, the police, the accused and the 

audience. This project is significant in relation to both Australian cultural production 

and the judicial process, because the suppression of Underbelly in Victoria in 2008 

highlights the challenges faced by the judicial system as a result of changing forms of 

entertainment media (including the way that news itself endeavours to entertain as well 

as inform), even as it points to repercussions for the television industry and creative 

works focusing on contemporary issues. In examining the production process of 
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Underbelly, this thesis will draw attention to how a sensational news story, aimed at 

exciting the imaginations of viewers while it informed them of true events, became the 

basis for a television drama, and how programs of this kind can offer a new sort of 

media based challenge to a defendants’ right to fair trial. 

In its research design this thesis takes a broad view of the tension between the law and 

the media to understand some of the wide ranging effects of Underbelly. Previously, 

tension between media and fair trial has been limited to the more traditional forms of 

fact based reportage such as radio and print media. However, as media evolves with 

technology and audience expectations, the judiciary is now faced with expanding the 

use of the sub-judice contempt laws to include television shows such as Underbelly, 

which is based on contemporary events and people. To achieve these outcomes a mixed 

method approach was used, which as part of my data collection included a range of 41 

interviews with various individuals including legal professionals, serving and retired 

police officers, cultural producers and members of the Melbourne underworld who were 

represented in Underbelly.  Some of the respondents were able to speak across a range 

of fields.  For example, one respondent was a practising barrister, a legal academic and 

a media person. Data collection and ultimately its analysis will enable a number of 

themes to emerge, allowing the voices of the respondents to be heard.  And by 

interviewing not just the police and creative personnel, but defendants and their 

families, this thesis explores the broader consequences which take place when a 

sensational trial becomes a sensational work of television fiction, even as it looks at 

Underbelly (2008) as an example of factional entertainment that blends/ manipulates the 

relation between fact and fiction. 

In Chapter One, I will examine and assess the importance of mass media images of 

crime as entertainment, and describe my reasons for choosing Underbelly as a case 

study. I will review the existing literature on the representation of crime and criminals 

in media narratives from both a historical and a contemporary perspective.  I will also 

examine the reasons for conducting this research. Historically Australia has had 

enthusiastic audiences for generic entertainment, both on television and in films, based 

on true crime which has been dramatized for entertainment purposes. Faction is a type 

of entertainment with a long history. This chapter will focus specifically on the 

importance of authenticity for crime-focused narrative entertainment and how, from the 

19th century onwards, pulp fiction, sensational novels, then films and television, drew 
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inspiration from real events. Underbelly provides an opportunity to further develop our 

understanding of factional genres - and not just as a form of entertainment. This study 

concerns itself with its effect on the judiciary and also recognises the problems the 

cultural producers, especially television producers of factional crime, can encounter. I 

will discuss the history of crime-focused entertainment made in Australia and overseas. 

By looking at the ways different forms of media draw on real life and true crime, this 

chapter will contextualise the analysis of Underbelly in terms of its basic generic 

narrative, while also pointing to the origins of some of the issues experienced before 

and during production.  Of particular interest in the crime genre is “authenticity”. 

Underbelly (2008) became “too realistic” for Victorian television, or at least for its 

judiciary, resulting in it being banned from viewing within Victorian borders during the 

time of the Goussis murder trial.  Controversy ensued as a consequence of the crafting 

of reality by the television producers and by the role the police played in 

creating/shaping social reality.   

I have divided Chapter Two into two sections for ease of reading. Part One will focus 

on the research design and methods applied in my thesis project, while Part Two will 

discuss the way in which I conducted the research. The methodology applied to 

analysing Underbelly itself is a mixed method approach which is qualitative in nature.  

Textual analysis and the constant comparative method played a major role. Part Two 

will enable my understanding of the production contexts and the broader effects of the 

series, therefore a large number of interviews needed to be undertaken. These interviews 

were conducted with a large and varied group of people including, but not limited to, 

screenwriters, actors and the real life accused who were represented in the Underbelly 

production. Furthermore, by describing my own experience(s) in gaining access in the 

field and the fieldwork, discussion will be enabled of the ethical implications of my 

research and the difficulties of ensuring anonymity when researching a world in which 

many of the participants were, and still are, easily identifiable.  

Taking artistic licence with its treatment of facts, while referencing real people and real 

events, the crime show Underbelly created legal challenges which were both complex 

and challenging for the Victorian judicial system. Therefore, Chapter Three, Setting the 

Scene, will discuss the issues faced by Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King in 

February 2008. Her Honour had to decide whether the Channel Nine series Underbelly 

would possibly impede on the right of Evangelous (Ange) Goussis to receive a fair trial. 
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And, if it were determined that this was the case, Her Honour also had to decide 

whether the economic rights of Channel Nine and Screentime outweighed the rights of 

Goussis to receive a fair trial. This chapter will also address the R v A [2008] VSC 73 

(12 February 2008) and  R v Mc Neill (Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007) 

cases. Both of these murder cases were high profile cases where the intended jurors 

knew the details of the events, the victim and the offender, yet the presiding justices, in 

each case, chose a different method by which to deal with any potential jury issues. 

In addition to this there will also be a small case study about Supreme Court Justice 

Betty King, her reasons for the banning of Underbelly, followed by some commentary 

about her decision. 

 Chapter Four, Underbelly: The Case Study in Cultural Production will provide a brief 

history of Underbelly, before analysing its production from conception to adaptation 

from the book Leadbelly, the casting process and the importance of promoting a 

television show which is based on real events and real people.  Drawing on research 

data, this chapter will analyse how the cultural production of Underbelly aimed for 

realism through various practices, such as using the names of the real life characters. In 

addition to this, the research data will also discuss the various commercial interests and 

police consultants which resulted in Underbelly being viewed as both factual and 

melodramatic. It was these elements which concerned the Victorian Supreme Court 

whose primary function was to ensure that Goussis received a fair trial.  

Chapter Five, Police: The Eye of Authority will analyse the role Australian police play 

in shaping crime genre production. By attempting to re-create Underbelly as an 

authentic, factional production, Screentime and Channel Nine encouraged Victorian 

police involvement throughout the entire production process, resulting in Victoria 

Police being able to maintain control over the social reality, albeit a partial one, that 

Underbelly would provide for its television audience by shaping public opinion of 

policing and criminal activities. Throughout this chapter, I draw on obtained data such 

as interviews to address issues about police involvement in crime genre productions. In 

particular, I examine how their involvement legitimises productions such as Underbelly, 

and whether that involvement may result in the police becoming the primary definers of 

the social reality for audiences, and delegating others such as scriptwriters to a 

secondary role. 
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While Underbelly has been discussed in various media outlets and in this thesis as 

having implications for the fair trial process, there are also others such as the individuals 

being represented and their families who need to be considered as part of the production 

process - those who have been represented in Underbelly and their families. In Chapter 

Six, It’s Not My Reality: Perceptions from ‘True Life Actors’ I will analyse the impact 

Underbelly will have on future factional works.  People who are represented in 

Underbelly [see Appendix 1] will be addressed as true life actors, because as a 

consequence of Underbelly, their lives have become part of the cultural landscape 

without approval or consideration of how their lives (if they are still alive) and their 

families might be affected. Additionally, the news media were commenting on both the 

real life actors and the actors who were representing them on screen. For example, the 

news media would write a story about Kat Stewart (who was representing Roberta 

Williams - Carl Williams’ wife) in Underbelly, while another story would be written 

about Roberta Williams’ thoughts about her representation in Underbelly.   I will 

analyse the data obtained from true life actors, their associates and families to address 

how they feel about their lives being sensationalised in Underbelly.  

Chapter Seven, Conclusions, will draw together my findings and discuss the broader 

issues raised by my research. In this chapter, I will start by discussing the effect of 

being an “insider” on my research and my findings, and summarise the key points of the 

thesis. I will discuss how my research has highlighted a number of key issues in the 

relationship between fair trials and television productions, which have been as a direct 

consequence of the Underbelly production. The issue of creating a partial social reality 

as a means to add authenticity has resulted in ethical, legal issues which could have 

been foreseen and therefore avoided. In addition to this I have been able to identify 

future research projects. 
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Chapter 1 - Faction: Images, Realities and Social Construction  

Faction, as a hybrid generic form, draws on conventions of drama and documentary, using   

real events and real people, adding conflicts and crisis in an attempt to add realism and 

authenticity. While historically these notions of realism and authenticity were not 

acknowledged, more recently has come an acknowledgment of the role these play in shaping 

public perceptions of historical events. Yet there is still a reliance on the audience to make 

the connection.  The use of police as consultants in police procedural dramas and cop shows 

emphasises the importance of authenticity to the crime genre, evident since Edgar Allen Poe 

combed newspapers for inspiration for his mysteries. But it also points to the role that 

fiction plays in our understanding of real events and real life, as the close link between the 

police and entertainment media helped to shape - and in some cases was meant to shape - 

public opinion and relationships with law enforcement. More broadly, there is a strand of 

thought that recognises the role imaginary discourses play in the recreation of historical 

events - with no distinction between their lived history and the history they recorded. 

Historically these notions of realism and imaginary discourse were never acknowledged, 

however in recent times there has been growing recognition of the role imaginary discourse 

plays in recreating historical events.  Works such as Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965), 

Oliver Stone’s JFK (1991) and Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993) are some of the 

examples of para-historical representations of historical events (White, 1996; Lipkin, 2011). 

All of these works represent the historical events by fictionalising events and characters 

“which serve as their referents in history” (White, 1996, p. 18)  i.e. faction.   

Faction (fact) based programmes are successful with audiences and relatively cheap to 

produce for production companies. James Monaco asserts that: 

Trading on the striking identity between fiction and reality that 

characterizes the television experience, program executives 

developed the so called ‘docudrama’, a made for TV film based 

more or less loosely on current events and history, dealing with 

subjects already well known to viewers and thus in a sense presold 

(cited in Paget, 2011, p. 215).  
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Not only can audiences relate the factional work to a journalistic story, the production could 

trigger memories/emotions of events and characters. Often relying on memory, faction uses 

media representations of characters and events to engage with the story while doing very 

little work to validate their connections, by triggering what Paget calls the folk memory 

(Paget, 2011). This is pertinent when discussing Underbelly because Screentime relied 

mainly on the memory of events from Silvester and Rule, with additional insight provided 

by Victoria Police. Steven N. Lipkin’s 2011 study suggests that memory may help us 

understand past events but, “How the memory stages those actions and events within the 

settings of the past reminds us how the process of memory forms instrumentally the search 

for truth” (Lipkin, 2011, p. 12).  Therefore when reconstructing factional works it is 

important to acknowledge whose memory writers are relying on to recreate the past and 

bring the work to life (White, 1996; Lipkin, 2011). 

Lee Grieveson (2001) suggests the factional narrative engages a “human interest aspect” as 

a means of engaging and maximising audiences. He further states there are concerns around 

fiction posing as fact and the implications for entertainment of factual broadcasting 

(Grieveson, 2001).  Yet when creating crime television based on real events and real 

people4, faction is a valuable asset for television stations. Firstly, faction can exploit a 

narrative the audiences are familiar with, and therefore audiences can identify with the 

characters and events. Secondly, faction targets specific audiences which stations are 

attempting to engage with. In fact the appeal of faction lies in the fact that they (the cultural 

producers) are independent collectors of information about a very public story, “which in a 

way held us all to ransom, and we want to understand its effect on us” (cited in Paget, 2011, 

p. 242). Thirdly, faction offers effective promotional opportunities for the television station, 

in many instances audiences can actually revisit the scenes where the events took place 

(Lipkin, 2011).  And, as Derek Paget asserts, it helps a nation come “to grips with its past 

and present” (Paget, 2011, p. 214), as the success of  American productions Roots 5(1977), 

Washington: Behind Closed Doors (1977) indicates. Both of these programs showed 

Americans a time in their history which many could relate to. While Washington: Behind 

Closed Doors  probed the final days of the Richard Nixon administration after the Watergate 

                                                           

4 Specific reference points 

5 Alex Haley defended his literary masterpiece against purist historians and pundits by calling it faction- a 
blend of research and literary license  
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scandal, Roots explored the history of African Americans and slavery.  Cynthia R. Greenlee 

indicates that Roots “united black and white Americans in a viewing experience” (Greenlee, 

2016) while also forcing African nations to “publicly come to grips with slavery’s brutal 

history; their often-complicated relationships with the worldwide African diaspora; and their 

own contemporary struggles with inequality within their borders” (Greenlee, 2016). In 1979 

generic blurring through formats such as docudrama was recognised and was firmly 

established in American networks’ programming and was formally recognised when the 

Academy of Television Arts and Sciences held a symposium for docudramas. The publicity 

potential for fact based works became a powerful persuader for the adoption of mixed 

form(s) as they proved to be successful with audiences (Paget, 1998; Lipkin, Paget and 

Roscoe, 2006). Similarly, Australian shows such as Blue Murder and Underbelly explored 

parts of Australian contemporary history which were turbulent and often brutal. The genre 

of faction does not claim to be presenting facts and events accurately, instead faction poses 

propositions about how people and events should or could be emotionally remembered 

(Lipkin, Paget and Roscoe, 2006; Paget, 2007; Lipkin, 2011).    

Paget asserts that television program makers “have often tried to assert something definitive 

about certain dramatic products relationship to facts” (Paget, 1990, p. 2), resulting in 

television scheduling which includes documentary drama, drama-documentary, docudrama, 

dramadoc, dramatised documentary or faction. These terms have been coined to appease the 

uneasiness and confusion concerning the blurring of fact and fiction.  For example, the BBC 

program Crimewatch (1984 - current) employs actors to reconstruct the real crime events 

featured in the show. By reconstructing events, the police and Crimewatch producers hope 

the public will recall information and come forward with information which will assist 

police.  While normally audiences feel disempowered about crime, Crimewatch offers them 

a chance to actively engage and participate in catching the criminals. Working with the 

police, Crimewatch has access to police files and maintains editorial control over footage, 

however the police have the right to quash any crime reconstruction (Fishman and 

Cavender, 1998 p38-39). “The Promise of Fact” claim (Paget, 1990, p. 3) is authenticated 

by the use of phrases such as “this really happened” and “based on fact”. By entwining the 

television program with such language, cultural producers hope audiences will immerse 

themselves into the created reality of the show. He further asserts that often “factuality plus 

verisimilitude equals veracity” (Paget, 1990, p.162). While the 1970’s saw British television 

producers embrace the docudrama, Gerard Gilbert asserts that two British television crime 
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shows, the Red Riding  series6 (Peace and Grisoni, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c) and Law and 

Order (1978) were the first UK crime drama shows to be termed faction (Gilbert, 2009), 

however Troy Kennedy Martin disagrees. Instead Martin asserts that writer G. F. Newman 

wrote a small number of plays aimed at showing policing as it really was (Martin, 1978). 

Believing writers of police shows had never actually had any contact with police and 

policing, Newman’s intention was to make Law and Order as realistic as possible, therefore 

police officers were on set “showing actors how to behave, how to rough people up” (cited 

in Gilbert, 2009).  Although police corruption was portrayed in Law and Order, the BBC’s 

director general was summoned to the British Home Office and was advised by the Home 

Office that Law and Order was not the sort of programming that should be on the BBC. 

Martin (1978) suggests that the British Home Office’s response was aimed at maintaining a 

myth that the British police force was incorruptible. Furthermore British audiences would 

not have been mature enough to face the truth about their police force; not every police 

officer was behaving unlawfully when carrying out their duties.  During an interview 

Newman stated that while the BBC director general did not like the show, “he felt that the 

BBC shouldn't be dictated to by a minister. Nevertheless, he clearly was influenced, because 

it never did the see the light of day again” (cited in Gilbert, 2009) until thirty one years later.  

 It is important to note here that Underbelly did not face any form of censorship in print or 

broadcast medium. It was merely banned from being broadcast while gangland trials were 

pending in Melbourne, Victoria.  

Leif Sondergaard (2010) acknowledges that when the material, i.e. events or characters are 

recalled, the person doing the selection of this will draw from the historical material, then 

organise and emphasise it in a particular order to achieve their own rationale7. Yet Derek 

Paget (2007) suggests there is a reliance on the audiences to make the right connection to 

the created reality.  However Barthes suggests that a reader of any text will read it through 

their own lenses (Allen, 2003; Paget, 2007, pp. 205–206).  In contrast, Oliver Conolly and  

Bashar Hayder (2008) argue that, unlike fictional works, “Faction aims at capturing the lives 

of flesh-and-blood individuals and real events which occur in those lives” (Conolly and 

Haydar, 2008). There is always potential for representations of reality to interfere with 

                                                           

6 The Red Riding series was comprised of three feature length television episodes Red Riding 1974;1980;1983.  

7 There are no diaries or letters to draw upon  
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audience perceptions at the level of reception when fiction, masquerading as fact, has the 

possibility to become reality for some; whether it be audience or jurors  (Grieveson 2001; 

Lipkin et al. 2006; Lipkin 2002).  It must be noted that films are not a mirror of reality, but 

by adding “sound, movement colour, and drama” become reconstructions of our historical 

past (Rosenstone, 2006).  Yet docudrama and faction are not without controversy. As Gary 

R. Edgerton (1991) notes, the controversy and subsequent tension around these hybrid forms 

is the blending of fact and fiction for entertainment purposes (Edgerton, 1991), while others 

such as Brode, Bertrand and Rosenstone view these hybrid forms as historically significant 

and an attempt to humanise and explain historical  events and people (Brode, 1984; 

Rosenstone, 1995; Bertrand, 1998).  

Australian crime television draws on the many codes of both drama and documentary by 

drawing material from real events and real characters, yet still maintains the progression of 

real events, conflicts and crises. This ensures that audiences will engage with the 

production, especially if the real events have been played out in various media formats 

before the production has been screened. But rather than include all relevant materials(s) 

they (production houses8) choose which ones to include or exclude, resulting in a factional 

piece of work9.  

 Therefore this chapter will conceptualise faction by discussing crime genre fictions from 

popular literature, film and television in the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK) and 

Australia, noting along the way the ongoing relationship between real criminal activity, 

especially as reported by the news media, and the entertainment media that engages readers 

and audiences in part by emphasising its own authenticity, verisimilitude, and relationship to 

everyday life.  It is worth noting that this concern with authenticity and verisimilitude tends 

to cohabitate in genres of crime fiction with an emphasis on sensational elements of that 

which is shocking, confronting, and exciting in crimes and criminal activities, also the way 

                                                           

8 Production Houses in this example includes from the conception of the story to the final edited product  

9 1970’s British television drama Red Riding and Law and Order dealt with police corruption and brutality. 
They have been credited for creating a whole new type of drama named faction. They had police on sets as 
advisors and even had the crew arrested by the police so they could experience what it was like to be arrested, 
handcuffed and processed.  Newman(show’s creator) was summoned to the Home Office  and advised the 
BBC would not be allowed to sell the show overseas because it would promote a poor image of Britain and its 
police force. 
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that crime fiction as a whole tends to be shaped by a melodramatic emphasis on the conflict 

between good and evil. 

Society is saturated by representations of factual and fictional crime. However, this has 

resulted in not only society’s fascination with crime and criminality but also its fear of crime 

and criminality. This paradoxical situation is not a new phenomenon. Geoffrey Pearson 

(1983) suggests that society’s fascination and fear of criminality can be traced back 

throughout history, becoming more profound with each new media innovation. Since 

earliest times there have been narratives about crime, criminality and social order within the 

public sphere, albeit round a camp fire or acted out in one of Shakespeare’s drama, the 

messages presented within this public sphere/forum aim to stimulate discussion, influence 

decision making and lead individuals to respond in a similar, uniform way, producing and 

then reproducing the ruling class ideology of the day rather than the rights of the individual 

(Weber, 1958; Selinger, 1977). The ideology of good vs evil and the triumph of good over 

evil has been, and continues to be, reproduced in various media forms such as novels, radio, 

film and television shows which serve to close the gap between private attitudes and public 

morality. 

However, John Clarke (2011) asserts that society’s fascination with criminality is because 

society is constantly viewing crime (albeit fact or fiction).  While the production process 

itself will frame part of my current research, it will also address the role, and/or influence, 

that the police played in the production process of factional works i.e. works based loosely 

on true crime which are dramatized for entertainment purposes such as 

Underbelly 10(Screentime, 2008). Faction works like Underbelly are not new or limited to 

the Australian media landscape, however what makes this research unique is the intended 

screening time of Underbelly and its potential to interfere with due process of law, namely 

fair trial. In addition to addressing the role the police play in the production process of 

faction works, this chapter will also address the role of sensationalism and melodrama in the 

representation of the crime genre in film, television and radio.  

 Accordingly this chapter will consist of:  

                                                           

10 Hereafter only referred to as Underbelly 
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1.1. A discussion about print fiction of the 19th and 20th centuries with a focus on crime 

that is both melodramatic and increasingly linked to real events, and that this is the 

site where the figure of the detective emerges or is developed over time as a focal 

point for mystery narratives. 

1.2. An analysis of the gangster genre in film and television from 1930s to the present, 

as a site where an interest in criminality and deviance evident in early fiction is 

translated into an engagement with criminals as protagonists.  

1.3. An exploration of police procedural genre as it develops in radio from the 1930s to 

the present in UK, the US and Australian television, with a focus on the other side 

of crime. 

1.4. A concluding discussion of the Australian faction based works, Blue Murder and 

Underbelly.  

1.1 Crime literature in the 19th and 20th centuries: melodrama and sensation, mystery 

and detection 

Peter Brooks (1976) suggests that it is melodrama which consolidates an imaginary world  

founded on continual conflict between polarising moral forces “that run through the social 

fabric… into all areas of social life” (Brooks, 1976, p. 20) and is often used to fill in gaps 

within a narrative.  With a focus on popular culture, melodrama’s appeal has been to engage 

the widest possible audience through its ability to personalise the day to day ethical conflicts 

society has to deal with.  While Christine Gledhill (1992) suggests that crime is often seen 

as not containing melodrama, it (melodrama) is an important precursor for shows such as 

Underbelly. Although Underbelly is part of the Australian popular cultural landscape and its 

story lines are ripped from contemporary newspapers, cultural producers felt compelled to 

add sensationalism and melodrama to entice and titillate audiences.   

Yet audiences should not be surprised by the sensational treatments of real crime events and 

their reactions to it. Since the so-called yellow journalism of the nineteenth century, society 

has been titillated with melodramatic treatments of sensational real events. In the nineteenth 

century newspapers covered gruesome stories concerning homicide, gangs and sexual 

violence, such as the Whitechapel murders (Michigan Law Review Association, 1929), and 

because the media were relatively free from regulation, these stories were reported in full. 

As a result of increasing literacy levels and changing technology, the 19th century gave rise 
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to a market for cheap mass produced books for consumption by the lower classes of society, 

but which were derided by critics.  

Originally named penny bloods11, a subsection of melodrama, these books proved to be 

extremely popular with up to one hundred publishers of this genre during the 1830’s 

to1850’s. Initially these books drew on gothic literature, while also combining sensational 

aspects such as “murderous baronets, and ladies of title addicted to the study of toxicology 

[the study of poison], of gipsies and brigand-chiefs, men with masks and women with 

daggers, of stolen children” (Flanders, no date). Similarly, the potboiler genre (mid 1800’s) 

described creative work that is produced primarily with commercial intent, rather than with 

a greater artistic vision in mind. However, potboilers can take a number of forms, from 

feature films to novels, and they are characterized by rapid, cheap production which often 

results in an inferior product. Despite the negative associations of the potboiler, these works 

tend to do quite well in the market, satisfying the need for an infusion of cash and 

sometimes becoming quite popular. While works such as the penny bloods/penny dreadfuls 

and potboilers were often dismissed by literary critics as being of low quality, audiences 

could relate to their predictable storylines and relatable characters (McMahon, no date).  

Similarly, penny bloods/penny dreadfuls and pot boilers drew inspiration from gothic 

literature and “sensation fiction”, and when stories appeared to no longer be viable to be 

mass produced because they fell out of fashion, penny bloods/penny dreadfuls and 

potboilers looked to crime to fill the void; either real crime or crime fiction, while still 

drawing inspiration from sensation novels.  Patrick Brantlinger suggests, “The plots of 

sensation novels lead to the unmasking of extreme evil behind fair appearances. In doing so, 

they threatened their first readers' cherished assumptions about women, marriage, and the 

fair appearances of the Victorian scene” (Brantlinger, 1982, p. 11). Similarly Matthew 

Rubery (2015, p. 1) notes, “The gripping plots of these novels involved scandalous events 

including murder, adultery, bigamy, fraud, madness, and sexual deviance often perpetrated 

by seemingly moral and upright individuals”. These themes have been adapted to become 

successful forms of crime entertainment12. Aiming to appeal to a broad range of audiences, 

crime writers often draw inspiration from gothic literature and “sensation fiction” which 

                                                           

11 Also known as penny dreadfuls 

12 Sensation fiction is not just for crime as entertainment it can be applied to all literary forms including 
journalism, for example yellow journalism  
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encompassed notions of intense emotions, as seen throughout works such as Mary 

Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862).  

Underbelly drew on many characteristics of sensational fiction such as the murder of rivals 

and adultery to entice audience engagement. Surprisingly some of these characteristics of 

sensation fiction would also transcribe to police procedural shows. It is pertinent when 

discussing Underbelly because it shows a member of the Victorian Drug Squad selling pre 

cursor chemicals to Melbourne underworld figures.  

While Reginald C. Terry in Victorian Popular Fiction, 1860-80 employs the term  

“detailism” in sensation novels as a way to cater for the contemporary "taste for the factual” 

(cited in Allingham 2013), Brantlinger proposes, “Structurally the detective emerges in the 

sensation novel as a substitute for the forthright narrative personae of more realistic novels, 

or as a personification of the morally ambivalent role of the narrator” (Brantlinger,1982, p. 

16). He further proposes that the detectives in sensation novels may not initially be able to 

solve the problem (crime) but they always seem to achieve an outcome which will maintain 

social order by following the clues before them. Brantlinger concludes:  

Mystery and detection in nineteenth century fiction also appear to be 

correlatives of the growth of professional and technical 

specialization. As the specialist - like the detective - acquires 

knowledge in one area, other areas become opaque, mysterious. The 

detective as a specialist who unravels criminal mysteries expresses a 

wish fulfilment shared by all of us, to be able to know or to read just 

a few things very well, like clues, but through reading them very 

well to penetrate the deepest mysteries of life (Brantlinger, 1982, p. 

7). 

 

Victorian novels’ elements of suspense, were structured around a melodramatic opposition 

between good and evil, and in their focus on scandal, raised the question of what lurks 

below the surface of propriety. And, in the novel Lady Audley’s Secret, the protagonist who 

follows hunches and gathers clues to discover the lady’s secrets (bigamy, child 

abandonment, arson, attempted murder and madness) is a predecessor of the private eye or 

detective who becomes a favourite of crime fiction. It wasn’t until 1841 that the first 
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recognised detective/crime novel, The Murders in the Rue Morgue, was written by Edgar 

Allan Poe13. The Murders in the Rue Morgue established the “prototype for future mystery 

writers” (Poe’s Literary Contributions, 2014), an impossible crime and a detective character 

who, after analysing the clues, would solve the crime.  More importantly, Poe’s work The 

Mystery Of Marie Roget (1842) was based on a real life crime, resulting in the novel being 

the first detective story based on a true crime;  the murder of Mary Rogers14 (Poe’s Literary 

Contributions, 2014; Grimm, French and Pak, 2015; Thomas, 2015). Drew R. Thomas 

(2015) asserts that although Poe attempted to follow the case as accurately as he could to 

create his novel, he changed many details from the newspaper articles as well as fabricating 

details he had no knowledge of. Poe’s version of events was a synthesis of newspaper 

narratives from the 1840’s and, as such, is similar to contemporary works like television 

shows Law and Order (1990-2010) and Underbelly (2008) which draw plotlines from 

contemporary media headlines (Silvester, 2002; Dwyer and Fiorillo, 2006; Shand, 2008; 

Munro and Silvester, 2009).  Although authors such as Arthur Conan Doyle (Sherlock 

Holmes series 1887-1927) followed Poe’s style of detective crime novels with novels based 

in fiction, Conan Doyle drew inspiration from real life characters such as Scotland Yard’s 

detective Dick Tanner and his (Tanner’s) nemesis, American criminal/con man Adam 

Worth15.  

Just as contemporary fascination with crime is linked to social fear and anxiety, so too was 

this early crime fiction. Walter Benjamin and Rolf Tiedemann (1999) and Brantlinger 

(1982) have suggested the rise of the detective in sensation fiction coincided with a rise in 

the number of bourgeois focusing on perceived threats to property and social order in a time 

of political and social turmoil. By depicting crimes and criminality in this way, there is a 

potential to vilify certain groups or individuals who are usually overrepresented in the 
                                                           

13 The Moonstone (1868) is considered by some including TS Elliot to be the first detective novel written in 
English 

14 July 1841 cigar girl Mary Rogers’ corpse was found by a group of sailors near Sybil’s Cave in Hoboken 
,New Jersey. The coroner’s report found Miss Rogers had been throttled to death by a gang of 2-3 men prior to 
being tossed into the waters of the Hudson River. Her wrists had been bound and pieces of her garments had 
been fashioned into a gag. Rumours at the time suggested Rogers had died while undergoing an abortion in 
New Jersey, and she had been last seen in New Jersey in the company of a man, and she had been overcome by 
roaming gangs of thugs. 

    

15 Detective Dick Tanner became Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and Adam Worth became Holmes nemesis  
Moriaty- just as it had been real life. 
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media. This historical tendency in crime fiction has parallels in contemporary culture, 

offering a historical perspective from a more recent observation by Dana E. Mastro and 

Amanda L. Robinson’s (2000) study, which established that audiences who viewed fictional 

representations of minorities may associate minorities with crime and criminality, resulting 

in a heightened awareness of fear towards these groups, even if the fear and panic is 

unwarranted.  

Numerous studies have attempted to explain the connection between media and moral panic 

in journalistic, film and television works (Cohen, 1972; Jewkes, 2004; Marsh and Melville, 

2011). Early crime fiction points to the longevity of these concerns, which serves as a 

reminder of the more serious issues or concerns or anxieties underpinning entertainment 

genres. Stan Cohen suggests, “The media have long operated as agents of moral indignation 

in their own right: even if they are not self-consciously engaged in crusading or muck-

raking, their very reporting of certain ‘facts’ can be sufficient to generate concern, anxiety, 

indignation or panic” (1972). Mass media not only can cause moral panic, it also creates 

reality for some individuals or the world they believe exists. Sidney Kraus and Dennis Davis 

state, “The mass media create common reality by shaping the conceptual environment in 

which humans communicate” (Kraus and Davis, 1976, p. 211). This view is supported by 

Maxwell S. Skogan and Michael G. Maxwell’s work which indicates that most of society’s 

fear of crime is indirect, as people experience it vicariously through media representations, 

through observation of their environment and discussions with victims of crime (Skogan and 

Maxfield, 1981, pp. 9-12).    

Although authors such as Arthur Conan Doyle (Sherlock Holmes series 1887-1927) and 

Dorothy L. Sayers (Lord Peter Wimsey series 1923-199816) followed Poe’s style of 

detective crime novels, their novels were based in fiction. Similarly in 1920, English 

novelist Agatha Christie introduced readers to Hercule Poirot in The Mysterious Affair at 

Styles.  Christie depicted a different side of policing, one which often conveyed images of 

police requiring an “outsider” such as Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple (who first appeared in 

                                                           
16 At the time of her death Sayers left an unpublished Wimsey story which was published posthumously in 
Lord Peter. The book was a collection of all the Wimsey stories as well as an essay about the series by Sayers 
and a pastiche called Greedy Night by E.C. Bentley. Sayers also left an uncompleted manuscript, Thrones, 
Dominations which was completed by Jill Paton Walsh. Walsh also wrote a second Wimsey novel, A 
Presumption of Death.   

 

http://www.agathachristie.com/christies-work/stories/the-mysterious-affair-at-styles/41
http://www.agathachristie.com/christies-work/stories/the-mysterious-affair-at-styles/41


…34… 

the 1927 serial The Thirteen Problems), to solve the crime. Mandel suggests that in these 

fictional crime novels “there lurks, half hidden, the basic question of class society: ‘Who are 

you really? Are you good or bad?’” (Mandel, 1984, p.75). As Christie spelled out, “She 

(Miss Marple) always expected the worst of everyone and everything, and was, with almost 

frightening accuracy, usually proved right” (Christie, no date).  

While Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories are often inferred to be “foreign is standing on the 

threshold of criminality” (McCaw, 2011b) Christie’s novels rarely equated criminality with 

foreigners, instead any suggestion of foreignness is often the red herring spoken about 

previously (McCaw, 2011a). Miss Marple’s motto was “Nothing is ever as it seems” 

(Christie, no date) James Bernthal, Dominique Jeannerod and Brett Jacob’s (2105) study 

indicated that a highlighted red herring very rarely eventuated to anything, instead it “really 

is about looking at other ways to look at it.” The red herring plays on class and ethnicity 

assumptions of difference being linked to criminality because it plays on the readers’ 

expectations of foreigners as criminals. This can be seen likewise as a thematic constant in 

later crime fictions, including Underbelly.       

Agatha Christie’s novels imagine a genteel world in upper class country retreats of UK, 

whereas pulp fiction writers in America focused on urban settings and working class 

characters. American writers created an alternative type of detective, one who was 

characterised by his close links to the underworld as well as his street tough language, and 

so American readers were introduced to Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlow novels (1939-

198917). Marlow was a street wise, everyday language crime fighter with his own unique 

sense of moral code. Kevin Burton Smith concludes that Chandler’s characterisations of 

crime, and those who fight it, enabled another transformation of the crime genre: 

It's all here, from the loneliness, the quick, sarcastic cynical jibes 

masking a battered romantic, the love/hate relationship with the 

cops, the corruption that exists in all levels of society. It's all here. 

Philip Marlowe, for better or worse, is the archetypical private eye 

(Smith, 2015). 

 
                                                           

17 Poodle Springs was unfinished at the time of Marlow’s death in 1959. In 1989 Robert B. Parker completed 
the Marlow series from Chandler’s original manuscript 
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Unlike Christie’s characters that often appear guilty in the middle of the novel, Chandler’s 

characters often appear innocent until the end, when deception is revealed by the detective 

to police. Academic John Cawelti concludes, “the rich, the powerful, and the beautiful 

attempt to draw the detective into their world and to use him for their own corrupt purposes” 

(Cawelti, 1976, pp. 143–144). Accordingly, as Richard Sparks suggests, Chandler is less 

interested in his detective catching the criminal than maintaining personal integrity and 

avoiding the lure of corruption (Sparks, 1992 pp. 32-36). Knight (cited in Sparks 1992) 

points out that this is a theme throughout later crime shows. Where the police, the private 

detective and the villain have a fixation with a city in disarray, Sparks suggests readers are 

able to observe the vagueness of private and public responsibilities as reasoning for heroic 

involvements with “heroes such as Chandler, Hamett and Simeon who are disillusioned” 

(Sparks, 1992, p. 35). The only link these heroes have to Coyle’s Sherlock Holmes “lies in 

their individualism and integrity” (Sparks, 1992, p. 35). These observations hearken back to 

Adorno and Benjamin’s comments on the topic, as Theodore Adorno (1967) and Walter 

Benjamin (1970) both interpret the detective novel as a fiction of alienation, which although 

it may heighten fears of anxiety, yet somehow is decoded into a form of entertainment. In 

summary, Adorno concludes that: 

Detective fictions regularly distort or unmask the world so that asociality and crime 

become the everyday norm, but which at the same time charm away the seductive 

and ominous challenge through the inevitable triumph of order (Adorno, 1967, p. 32)  

Accordingly, the sensationalism and melodrama of crime have historically resulted in 

popular culture, resulting in cultural products being shaped for commodification rather than 

artistic necessity. Thus this provides a way to maintain the status quo (Adorno and 

Bernstein, 2007), even as the intertextuality of sensation and melodrama picks up on 

political matters, current affairs and societal issues of the time, reproducing and 

commodifying them as entertainments, simultaneously titillating and invested in 

maintenance of the status quo through various mediums such as books, theatre and 

journalism.  In this section, the role of sensation and melodrama in literature has been 

discussed because, although Underbelly was a television production, it is actually a 

literature adaptation of the Leadbelly book by two journalists turned authors, who make 

sensational news stories into sensational fact-based literary entertainment of true crime, 

which is then made into a fact-based television crime show indebted to a range of popular 
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genres including the gangster genre. Underbelly is an example of how cultural forms are 

able to draw on the codes and conventions of one medium, and be carried over and built 

upon in other media.   

1.2 Gangster genre on film and television from 1930s to the present 

The picking up of current affairs, political and society issues resulted in the Hollywood film 

industry having readymade stories of gangster life and stories which could be drawn straight 

from real events in the news in the 1930’s. While tough guy Philip Marlow always seemed 

on the verge of corruption, another popular crime genre of the 1930s focused deliberately on 

the criminal point of view. The Hollywood gangster film was popular and controversial for 

its fascination with the rise and fall of bad guys, representations based on highly publicised 

careers of real-life gangsters in urban centres of the US. 

Little Caesar (First National Pictures, 1931), for example, was loosely based around the life 

of Al Capone, who had in 1929 orchestrated the St Valentine Day massacre (F. Mason, 

2002). Colin MacArthur (1972)18 asserted that the film not only made a visual connection 

between the audience and the genre but also helped with visual conventions, which still 

apply in contemporary crime genre. In Underworld U.S.A (1972) McArthur describes some 

of these visual conventions. In Little Caesar (1930) a police lieutenant and two of his men 

visit a nightclub run by gangsters. All three wear large hats and heavy coats, are grim and 

sardonic and stand in triangular formation, the lieutenant in front, his two men flanking him 

in the rear (McArthur,1972, p.23). Audiences could make their own judgements, based on 

this scene, about who was the more dominant character and just what their societal roles 

were without hearing a word. This iconography is later repeated in The Harder They Fall 

(1956 Columbia Pictures Corporation). Critiquing the film, McArthur (1972) states that 

audiences are able to make the same connections, i.e. dominant characters and their roles, 

when the racketeer and his two men go to the rear door and fall into the same formation as 

in Little Caesar, the boss at the front and the two subordinates behind.  

                                                           
18 McArthur wrote about the connections of iconography and visual connections – ‘visual conventions’- as 
well as on the ‘relationship between genre and audience’ in Underworld USA (1972). Iconography tends to 
mean the objects, events and figures in films, as well as their identification and description. 

 

http://www.imdb.com/company/co0050868?ref_=ttco_co_1
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Police are characters in these films but most importantly they are part of the setting and mise 

en scène, a way of making clear the social environment in which gangster protagonists rise 

to wealth and notoriety and then fall. In this way the generic urban setting of these films 

speaks to the power structures gangsters rebel against and their place in the world, etc. 

While Underbelly was about greed and revenge, its sub plot was about characters who used 

the urban setting of Melbourne to make their money, then lost it all either as a result of their 

death or being imprisoned. As Nicole Rafter observes, crime films allow access to places 

many will never have access to, such as prison cells, drug labs and glamourous nightclubs. 

As a consequence of such generic pleasures, although audiences  are familiar with the 

predictable plots of crime fiction, they are never disappointed (Rafter, 2000).  

This was the first time Hollywood had focused on the Italian, or any immigrant, community. 

That said, not all 1930s gangsters were Italian. The Italian American became the “other”, 

often rising from impoverished beginnings to become extremely powerful in the community 

through illegal activity, just as Capone had.  Although Little Caesar was loosely based on 

Capone’s life, it was the film Scarface (Hawks and Ronson, 1932) which, through its 

controversial fictional representations of Capone’s life, was considered the most violent 

movie of its era. Lee Horsley (2003) states that concerns were raised about the violence of 

the main character and although Howard Hawks (the producer) refused to modify scenes, 

co-producer Howard Hughes agreed to cut scenes19 and add others, which would counter 

any romantic notions of the gangster image. But there were other problems Scarface 

producers experienced, for example the Italian community objected to the way Italians were 

represented20. Eventually Scarface was released with some modifications, including a name 

change, to reflect the incoming Production Code Administration’s (PCA) commitment to 

industry self-regulation and appeasement of local and state censorship boards to Scarface: 

The Shame of a Nation.  
                                                           

19 For example the St Valentine’s Day murder 
20 Massachusetts Grand Council of the Order of the Sons of Italy in America was proposing that Massachusetts 
city mayors ban the showing of the film because “it reflects discredit on their race.” In a letter in the 
MPAA/PCA Collection from Colonel F. L. Herron, the MPPDA foreign liaison, to Joy, Herron notes that he 
was having difficulty with the Italian government regarding this film; however, he also noted that Fascist 
Italian dictator Benito Mussolini had requested to see the film. By July, the only territories reluctant to pass the 
film were Kansas and Cook County, IL. Controversy continued, however, as reflected by an Oct FD news item 
which noted that the Giornale d'Italia in Rome “urged the film be banned” due to the "offensive allusions to 
Italy" contained therein. In addition, the Italian American Women's Club, Inc. requested that all Italian names 
be deleted from the film (AFI 2015).  
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While controversies over screen representations of gangsters in the 1930s anticipate some of 

the concerns, and much of the appeal of Underbelly and its representation of Melbourne 

mobsters, it also reflects gendered as well as generic tropes of the gangster film that persist 

to the present day. Historian David Ruth (1996) suggests that the gangster/criminal image 

has helped shape the traditional notions of manhood by shifting the desired manhood quality 

of honour to violence and exploitation of societal norms. Horsley (2003) believes the appeal 

of the crime genre lies in its ability to adapt to social change, as well as its ability to offer 

new images of American masculinity and law and order. Yet according to Paul Mason the 

crime figure is “an anti-social figure within this context because he is the focus for a 

liberation from hierarchy and from the past (in his embrace of the modern) that society and 

ideology wish to repress” (Mason, 2002, p.7). And it is these aspects of the gangster or its 

representation of a resilient and rebellious and empowered masculinity which have captured 

the public’s imagination since the 1930’s to today, because as  Robert Warshow suggests, 

the gangster image appeals to audiences for the reason that it “rejects the qualities and 

demands of modern life” (Warshow, 1962). In this way, it is both an escapist fiction, even as 

it engages with characters and crimes drawn from the news, providing audiences with 

opportunities to solve puzzles and identify powerful capable heroes, while also enabling 

discussion around crime, criminality and morality (Rafter, 2000). 

Not even when the gangster is killed or taken into police custody is his appeal to audiences 

affected because “inevitably another leader arises promising to improve on his predecessor” 

(Gardaphe, 2006, p.11). The old style gangsters dressed well, loved the arts, drove nice cars 

and believed they were celebrities in their own right, just as Al Capone had been in the 

1920s to1930’s. Capone’s fashion style of “pin striped suites, fedora and fancy neckties” 

saw him as a model of underworld fashion of the 1920s to 1930’s (Beshears, 2010, pp. 197–

198). Rafter (2007) indicates that while crime films succumb to  a particular criminological 

explanation such as subculture theory, the boundaries of criminological theories are 

beginning to blur, just as they are in genre (Rafter, 2007, p. 413-415), because gangsters 

looked to cinema representations for ideas about how to dress or behave for success in their 

chosen line of business and sought their inspiration from movies such as Little Caesar.  

Gangster films of the 1930s were at odds with the Production Code (PCA), which was 
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created to be a moral compass for the film industry21. Self-censorship through the Code 

allowed Hollywood to avoid the expense and box office losses that local censorship boards 

could cause, allowing producers to anticipate and avoid controversial subject matter. The 

PCA set out very clear guidelines including: 

No picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards 

of those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience shall never 

be thrown to the side of crime, wrong-doing, evil or sin (Hayes, 

2009). 

 

Therefore  Hollywood production companies ensured that “no scripts … represented 

gangsters in a positive way” (Mayer, 2012, p. 70). In response to the PCA, American film 

studios recast actors who were associated with the gangster genre in new roles as a way to 

still produce the gangster films the public loved to watch.  For example James Cagney was 

cast in films such as GMen22 ( Keighley,1935), which depicted tough but good guys. 

In the 1940s streetwise detectives introduced by authors like Raymond Chandler were 

brought to screen in what the industry called adult thrillers. These offered another look at 

the urban subcultures of America, bringing back the focus on crime typical of the gangster 

film of the 1930s. Humphrey Bogart was cast as a private eye with his own moral code in a 

number of movies such as The Maltese Falcon (Huston, 1941), and The Big Sleep (Hawks, 

1946). These films focused on characters at the edge of legality. When they were screened 

by French critics after World War II, they were named films noirs as they were not only 

visually dark but morally dark by exposing American society. Later films noirs of the 1950s 

often focused on veteran characters cast adrift, as they re-entered US society. Throughout 

the 1950s and 1960s, crime became a focus of a range of thrillers such as Dial M for Murder 

(Hitchcock, 1954), 12 Angry Men (Lumet, 1957), North by Northwest (Hitchcock, 1959), 

Psycho (Hitchcock, 1960). Crime focused films of the 1970s took advantage of the end of 

the Production Code and the new rating system, which allowed ‘R’ rated films to offer 

                                                           
21 The PCA code would be in place for the next 25 years when the Supreme Court of America (May 1952) said 
the film industry was protected by the same safeguards as the American press. In 1968 a rating system was 
introduced.   

 

22 Cagney’s character played an undercover police officer.   



…40… 

strikingly violent images of vigilante crime fighters in films like Dirty Harry (Siegel and 

Eastwood, 1971) and Death Wish (Winner, 1974). The explicit violence of these crime films 

was also evident in new representations of the gangster. The 1970’s saw the reinvention of 

the gangster genre through big budget productions such as The Godfather trilogy (Coppola, 

1972, 1974, 1990) Scarface (DePalma, 1983) and Goodfellas (Scorsese, 1990). Not unlike 

the 1930’s gangster films, these films focused on the professional lives of the criminals 

while also focusing on family dynamics, but without fear of censorship from the PCA.  

Geoff Fordham suggests that, “The American gangster movie has been characterised by 

ambiguities, in the way criminals have been represented, in the blurring of boundaries 

between outlaw and law enforcer, and in the perspective the films take on the social and 

economic circumstances from which gangsters emerge and in which the films are made” 

(Fordham, 2004). Movies such as The Godfather trilogy offered what was in many ways a 

sympathetic representation of gangsters as they explored the ambitions of immigrant 

families, their use of crime to secure wealth, power and status within society as a means of 

acceptance within their new homeland. Robert Kolker asserts that: 

By creating Don Corleone as a good father and husband who 

mysteriously, surely, and unquestioningly exercises unlimited 

power, whose will is carried out swiftly and with a vengeance, 

Coppola gives him a mythic dimension that far outstrips the Ricos, 

Camontes, and Tommy Powers of the conventional gangster film 

(Kolker, 1980, p. 167). 

 

The family context of these later gangster films helped to make criminals into heroic, or 

anti-heroic figures. Yet these are also problematic figures in gendered terms, images of an 

older style of patriarchal masculinity; because of family dynamics, traditional family 

structure and values, the men made the work decisions while the women  were seemingly 

oblivious to the criminality surrounding their men (Carroll, 2004; Fordham, 2004; 

Gardaphe, 2006). 

Driving the development of new types of crime-oriented entertainment in the 21st century is 

the long standing popularity of such films and also crime dramas more generally, a part of 

prime time television viewing since the 1960s. Whether written and produced in the USA,  
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Europe or Australia, crime dramas adhere to the same “basic formula in which society is 

protected and the status quo is maintained by the forces of law and order” (Cooke, 2008), 

while also demonstrating that organisations such as the police are able to deal with social 

volatility (Bignell, 2009). As television companies compete for ratings, there have many 

variations of this law and order theme throughout the decades. While the prominence of 

character and story are not unique to television, the immediacy and intimacy of the medium 

have lead Horace Newcombe to argue that television is the “most suited to working on 

social anxieties through narrative forms characterised by verisimilitude and involvement 

with character and story” (cited in Bignell, 2009, p.6), making it an ideal medium to engage 

with the gangster figure in a contemporary context.   

In the long running TV series The Sopranos (HBO; Brillstein Entertainment Partners; Park 

Entertainment 1999 - 2007), audiences viewed the world through their (the Soprano 

family’s) lenses of criminality while being told the story of change within the crime 

community. Eamonn Carrabine (2008) suggests that The Sopranos, though its multifaceted 

narrative of crime/drama and comedy, provided audiences with a look at American society 

which had previously been missing from television series. Wally Katz suggests that Tony 

Soprano moved from his urban ethic background to life in suburbia, resulting in audiences 

viewing Tony Soprano as no longer the “other”, but self, not Italian American but American 

(Katz, 2001, p. 95). In fact, the characters face the same issues and concerns of other 

American families and, unlike previous depictions of Italian Americans where the characters 

preferred to remain as outsiders, the characters in The Sopranos have assimilated into the 

American way of life. 

Both Gardaphe (2006) and Carroll (2004) point out that Tony Soprano’s lifestyle is 

contemporary and conventional, yet his professional life reverts to a bygone era which 

recalls the gangster genre films of the past. This is pertinent to Underbelly both for how it 

references gangster films of the past and fictionalises the lives and careers of figures like 

Alphonse Gangitano and Nick Radev, who themselves modelled their public personae, 

personal style and mannerisms, on fictional gangsters. Soprano is unable to escape his 

heritage because he has “mythologised the actions of past gangsters, as though his father 

belonged to some type of gangster golden age” (Gardaphe, 2006, p. 154). So at the same 

time that he is representative of the mainstream, he is also from another era. Tony Soprano 

rules the underworld with violence and brutality. His notions of masculinity are drawn from 
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these  images, and he is conflicted by his own feelings of vulnerability when he attends 

psychiatric sessions. In spite of this, Carroll (2004) states that although The Sopranos 

audiences became interested and fascinated by a fictional character, in real life they would 

have found him to be abhorrently evil. Audiences can sympathise with Soprano not so much 

for his brutality but because of the ability to recognise his own emotions. Carroll implies 

that “when Tony desires revenge, we imagine ourselves into his situation” (Carroll, 2004, p. 

125), we empathise with his character, this ability to focus on the criminal as subject is the 

key to the gangster genre’s long popularity.  

1.3 Police procedural shows, 1930’s radio to present day television   

Although Underbelly is not strictly considered a police procedural show, it does draw on the 

codes and conventions of police procedures. Similar to police procedural shows such as the 

American police procedural Dragnet (1949-1957) which featured narration from Detective 

Joe Friday, and the Australian police procedural Homicide (1964-1977) which used real 

police case files for the basis of their shows, Victoria Police were heavily involved in the 

Underbelly23 production process, from supplying the police transcripts to assisting 

scriptwriters to showing actors how to carry and shoot a gun. Therefore, it is important to 

address the rise of the police procedural show phenomena. 

Our charting of the phenomena begins with radio in the 1930’s. The 1930’s was a turbulent 

time in America, with Americans living in an era of prohibition and gangster violence, 

resulting in contemporary issues of crime and criminality becoming part of the cultural 

landscape. This also resulted in the production of numerous contemporary radio programs 

including Calling All Cars (1933-1939) which focused on Los Angeles Police Department 

cases. Commercial radio stations commenced production of radio programs which “told 

stories of crime-fighting efforts by either police or vigilante heroes” (Battles, 2010, 

p.15). Kathleen Battles concludes that radio was responsible for changing public perceptions 

of policing, which had a murky image/reputation during the 1930’s, by using radio 

reformers aimed at changing the views of citizens and promoting a positive meaning and 

purpose for policing.  

                                                           

23 Underbelly also used narration from Detective Sergeant Jacqiu James 
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In the 1930’s Phillip H. Lord looked for a new radio format, one which mirrored the crime 

stories printed in the newspapers “making it the real thing, about the real criminals and cops 

and the FBI”24 (OldRadioWorld.com, 2015). At the same time, J. Edgar Hoover25  who was 

waging a war on crime, aimed to promote the actions of federal agents. Through this he was 

attempting to counter the public’s growing admiration for the mobsters and Midwestern 

bandits such as Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde. In 1935, Hoover and Lord collaborated on 

a radio program G-Men (1935) based on actual (closed) FBI cases. Elana Razlogova states:  

Hoover insisted that his own writer, Rex Collier, draft the outline of 

each case. Then Lord would write the dialogue, complete a 

production script, check again with Collier, and clear it with Hoover. 

Only then the script was ready to go (Razlogova, 2006, p. 142). 

 

This is pertinent when discussing Underbelly because to ensure realism, reality and 

authenticity, script material was often based on transcripts provided by Victorian police, 

with details checked by police consultants before filming commenced.   

However creative differences arose when Lord added what Hoover considered too much 

sensationalism, such as “sirens, women’s shrieks, slamming doors, police calls, and 

newsboys’ cries” (Razlogova, 2006, p.142). This resulted in the collaboration, and the show, 

lasting only thirteen episodes, at which time Hoover disassociated himself from the program 

(Razlogova, 2006).    

But Lord reincarnated the radio format resulting in Gang Busters (1936-1957). Gang 

Busters initially used the unproduced G-Men scripts but later used various police files. 

Brandon Tran asserts that Gang Busters 26(1936-1957)27 not only gave audiences the real 

                                                           

24 Federal Bureau of Investigation 
25 25 J. Edgar Hoover was the director of the FBI (1924-1972). 

 

26 Originally broadcast as G-Men 
27 The initial series was on NBC Radio from July 20 - October 12, 1935. It then aired on CBS from January 15, 
1936 to June 15, 1940, From October 11, 1940 to December 25, 1948, it was heard on the Blue Network, 
Returning to CBS on January 8, 1949, it ran until June 25, 1955, sponsored by Grape-Nuts and Wrigley's 
chewing gum. The final series was on the Mutual Broadcasting System from October 5, 1955 to November 
27, 1957. 
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facts about police activities, it engaged audiences with sound effects such as “guns firing 

and tires squealing” (OldRadioWorld.com, 2015). Each episode opened with the following:  

(POLICE WHISTLE) 

ANNOUNCER: Palmolive Shave Cream and Palmolive Brushless 

Shave Cream—the shave creams made with olive oil, Nature’s first 

skin conditioner, presents: 

(MACHINE GUN) 

GANG BUSTERS! 

(SIREN) 

(MARCHING FEET) 

(MACHINE GUN) 

JOHNSON: Calling the police . . . Calling the G-men . . . Calling all 

Americans to war on the underworld  

(cited in Razlogova, 2006, p. 118) 

 

These sound effects grabbed the audience’s attention, alerting them that the show was about 

to begin. Razlogova proposed that: 

Most often, writers composed and actors delivered lines to amuse rather than instruct 

the audience. “Don’t forget that the opening speech of the script,” an internal memo 

for writers advised, “must be the hook on which the script is hung…Do not moralize 

here - our purpose here is to interest the listener in the case to follow” (Razlogova, 

2006, p. 143). 

Gang Busters dramatized people’s lives for radio, resulting in inaccurate reporting of events 

and different interpretations of these events than locals recalled, also resulting in Gang 

Busters becoming embroiled in the social conflicts of the times. For example, one episode of 

Gang Busters re-enacted the confrontation of two small time armed robbers which resulted 
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in the death of the owner of a farm. The farmer’s widow, Berniece Medrano, wrote to the 

show complaining the show had misconstrued the facts:28  

In the first place, the Bandits did not order us to cook dinner, there 

was much more shooting than you had in the play - and my husband 

was not killed in cross fire - one of those honorable, and noble, Gang 

Bustin’ laws did it – deliberately - and I can prove it if given a 

chance. . . . I don’t know that you have any right using my name 

without permission concerning a bunch of lies (cited in Razlogova, 

2006, p. 137).  

 

Medrano’s letter was just one of many sent from disenchanted  listeners29 who drew 

conclusions about big institutions (such as radio), social, economic and political power from 

Gang Busters radio shows (Razlogova, 2006, pp. 154–155). Many of the gangsters of this 

era had grown up in economically disadvantaged communities and Gang Busters often 

based its storylines around poor gangsters who were merely making a living, the witnesses 

who often supported the gangsters and the wealthy victims, something audiences could 

relate to. Razlogova states that “among ten thousand Minnesota men questioned in 

December 1936 and January 1937, only 20 per cent of professionals but 45 per cent of 

‘slightly skilled’ workers listened to Gang Busters (2006, p. 138)”.  While some lower socio 

economic listeners believed the radio show disregarded their views, others claimed the 

broadcasters did nothing to help maintain social order, instead Gang Busters was 

encouraging the moral decay of society with young offenders. Young offenders would often 

greet officers with, “listen, flatfoot, I ain’t talkin’ to you coppers” (Razlogova, 2006, p. 

144). She further states police criticised the show because it encouraged young men to 

engage with crime and criminality. In addition to this she states a probation officer told 

                                                           
28 Berniece Medrano to Leonard Bass, February 16, 1939, box 7, folder GB 154, WOR. 

 

29 It was the time of the depression, many farmers were facing foreclosure and there was public admiration of 
robbers such as Bonnie and Clyde. 
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Time Magazine (1939) that forty-six of his charges had taken their crimes straight from the 

Gang Busters radio show30.  

Although other crime radio shows were produced,  such as Police Headquarters (1932),  In 

the Name of the Law (1936),  Honor the Law (1938),  I Was a Communist for the FBI 

(1952-1954) and  Nightwatch (1954-1955)  it is Dragnet31  which is considered “an 

American institution with its characters ever immortalized in popular culture” (Dragnet 

Radio Show). Each story commenced with this narration:32  

The story you are about to hear is true. 

The names have been changed to protect the innocent.  

dun dun dun dun  

(cited in Gala, 2006). 

 

While the language used in the introduction set the scene advising the audiences the case 

was  based on true events, it also encouraged audience engagement, to listen as events 

unfolded (Gala, 2006). The “dun dun dun dun” became part pop culture as musical code for 

“you’re in trouble”. This musical cue followed the series into television which, in its 

introduction after WWII, modelled its programming and format on radio. Dragnet was 

introduced as a television series in 1951 and ran for eight years, followed by a further 

television series (1967-1970), a television movie (1969) and a revival (1989-1990) with 

syndication worldwide. 

Dragnet was “one of the first law enforcement procedural dramas bringing police boredom, 

danger, and heroics into the homes of Americans, influencing popular opinion of police 

departments across the country” (Old Time Radio Catalog, no date).The show used real 

                                                           

30 This would also occur in Australia when Homicide aired. 
31 Dragnet’s name came from a commonly used police term  “a Dragnet, meaning a system of coordinated 
measures for apprehending criminals or suspects” (Old Time Radio Catalog, no date) 

 
32 This is continued in the Law and Order series which commences with “In the criminal justice system, the 
people are represented by two separate yet equally important groups: the police who investigate crime, and 
the district attorneys who prosecute the offenders. These are their stories.”  It follows the Dragnet format, 
narration telling the audiences who is involved and what their aim is.   

 

http://www.otrcat.com/inthenamelaw-p-1409.html
http://www.otrcat.com/inthenamelaw-p-1409.html
http://www.otrcat.com/honor-the-law-p-48810.html
http://www.otrcat.com/i-was-a-communist-for-the-fbi-p-1403.html
http://www.otrcat.com/nightwatch-p-1678.html
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police cases, police officers as technical advisors and presented just the facts33. Gala (2006) 

asserts that Dragnet’s writer, Jack Webb, frequently accompanied Los Angeles police 

officers on patrols, questioning officers about police procedures and protocol.  Gala further 

asserts that Webb believed the show’s authenticity existed because the cases were real and 

every fact and detail was checked by the Los Angeles Police Department before being 

broadcast. Journalist Richard Tregaskis asserts, “Webb’s characters would talk an authentic-

sounding, if sometimes puzzling, technical police lingo, salted with such slangy 

abbreviations as ‘R and I,’ ‘the Momma sheet’… and ‘M.O’” (Tregaskis,1953, p. 106). 

Tregaskis also claimed Dragnet’s format, which included hunting down leads, talking with 

suspects and witnesses and deskwork, became the model for subsequent police procedural 

shows.  

Dragnet used narration from a member of the police force to engage audiences resulting in 

Dragnet commencing each episode with Detective Friday saying:      

“The story you are about to hear is true”; “This is the city: Los 

Angeles, California”; and “My name's Friday. I'm a cop”  

(eventually, “My name is Friday; I carry a badge”) (cited in TV 

Tropes, no date).  

 

With television being the new must have item after the Second World War (WWII) Dragnet 

(1951-1959) would become “one the most successful and trailblazing shows of early 

television” (Mittell, 2004a, p. 125) when in 1951 the successful radio show Dragnet was 

transferred to television.34 Jason Mittell asserts that Dragnet was able to successfully cross 

mediums35 while establishing many of the formal precedents for police dramas which are 

still recognisable today.  He further proposes that Dragnet provided American society with a 

world where social order and ideologies existed, unlike the turbulent times of WWII 

(Mittell, 2004a, pp.125–126). 

                                                           
33 Dragnet character Joe Friday often used the phrase “”, which became part of pop culture language.  

 

34 Both the television show and the radio serial were running concurrently for several years. 

35 Dragnet originated on radio, a feature film and a television show ensued, reruns of the original on television 
and also two remakes in 1989 and another in 2003. 
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John Randolph Webb and NBC viewed television as the way of the future by developing 

storylines based around “the boredom, the drudgery, the danger and everything in between” 

(Open Culture, 2015).The television series Dragnet (1951-1959) applied the same 

successful techniques as the radio show. Vicki Munro (2002) and Lee Horsley (2003) claim 

that using real cases for the basis of the Dragnet storylines36 added enhanced realism and 

also enabled audiences to see the police in real situations, such as undertaking surveillance, 

performing ballistic checks and using forensic technologies. Although Webb never actually 

had access to the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) police files, LAPD Chief William 

Parker set in place a system to provide stories to Webb; these stories would not only add 

authenticity to the show but also portray the LAPD in a positive manner. Mittell (2004) 

asserts that the scripts required approval from the LAPD, who then assigned a technical 

advisor who remained on set during the production process of Dragnet37 .LAPD then 

screened the episode in its entirety and had to give approval before television audiences 

could view the episode38 (Mittell, 2004a, pp. 125–134).39 Dragnet constantly reminded 

viewers of the reality of what they were watching by the use of language such as “ what you 

are about to see is true….” ( Munro, 2002). Webb40 (director)  made his actors work with 

minimal rehearsal time, resulting in the actors all reading from teleprompters. This meant 

that although they could be dealing with the most heinous of crimes, i.e. murder, their 

voices carried no emotion. Mittell states “this emotional distance emphasises that it is the 

police system, not the individual police as human beings, that functions as the authentic 

agent of justice” (Mittell, 2004b, p. 137). Mittell also concludes that, unlike more traditional 

crime stories, Dragnet’s criminals come from all facets of society, painting “a cynical vision 

of the social order in which chaos is ever present” (Mittell, 2004b, p.138). Dragnet and 

other police procedural shows of the time reassured viewers that police were protectors of 

society, maintaining the status quo through idealised images of masculinity “organised, 

                                                           

36 Just as Gang Busters and Dragnet radio had done 

37 From the relevant department. 
38 Dragnet was also used a tool for training new LAPD officers in procedural matters.  

 

39 Documentary film makers of the 1930’s and 40’s who had often worked with organisations were used to 
having to seek active participation with official organisations. 
40 John (Jack) Randolph Webb.  
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methodical and driven by duty” (Horsley, 2003). Dragnet’s main character, Sergeant Joe 

Friday, always provided audiences with little if any sympathy for the criminals.  

 Similarly Britain was also producing crime television shows, for example Dixon of Dock 

Green (1955-1976, British Broadcasting Corporation), and Scotland Yard (1960, BBC). 

However it was Dixon of Dock Green (1955-1976) which became the exemplar of television 

depictions of community policing (Reiner, 1992; Sydney-Smith, 2002). Dixon of Dock 

Green was a forty-five minute, live format television crime drama show, “hatched” within 

the story-documentary department, which ran for twenty-two seasons and consisted of 464 

episodes. Based on the fictional character in Blue Lamp (1950, Balcon) George Dixon was 

the “friendly local bobby with a kind word for everyone” (Sydney-Smith, 2002, p.105). 

Dixon of Dock Green displayed the contemporary attitudes of the day to policing and crime. 

Dixon challenged the ideas of the criminal other by scrutinising the criminal other “not as a 

product of poor social conditions, but one endemic to all classes” (Sydney-Smith, 2002, p. 

113). An early episode titled “The Rotten Apple” (Dixon of Dock Green, BBC) reinforced 

this ideology  through representing the protagonist as a man of means who robbed for the 

thrill rather than from necessity. In this episode, crime is seen as a disruptive force which is 

inescapable and constant, resulting in Dixon stating, “You know when you’re a cop you get 

a bird’s eye view of people in all walks of life. The criminal population is not confined to 

one section of the population, not by a long chalk” (Sydney-Smith, 2002, p.114). 

Police Constable (PC) Tom Carr is also exposed in this episode as a corrupt officer, 

resulting in Dixon making the young PC remove his uniform, as Dixon asserts that it’s the 

first bad copper he’s ever met. At this point, Dixon steps out of character to address the 

camera as if taking up his “real-life” profession as a policeman, where he seems to be acting 

as a spokesperson for the British Police Force:  

Well … that was the only bad copper I ever met. They say you get a bad apple in 

every barrel, the police have to build on trust and the papers will print a page about 

one bad policeman and never mention the thousands who do their job properly …  

When we find a bad one we’re down on him like a ton of bricks (Sydney-Smith, 

2002, p. 114).  
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Sydney-Smith (2002) indicates that the Dixon character became known as the police’s 

public relations officer, which was aided by employing a number of police as police 

consultants. Ronny Waldman (Head of Light Entertainment at BBC, 1957) in an internal 

memo indicates that the Police Commission approved Dixon of Dock Green’s writer, Ted 

Willis, advertising in the Police Gazette, asking for any members of the police force to 

submit possible story lines to the show, for which they would be paid. Waldman indicates 

this has helped improve and maintain “excellent relations between the programme and the 

Force (cited in Sydney-Smith, 2002, p.108)”. Sydney-Smith further indicates that Dixon of 

Dock Green was credited with depoliticising the image of police, resulting in an increase in 

police recruitment. The realism present in BBC crime television shows is the result of not 

only the cultural and material practices of the BBC, such as favouring live rather than 

recorded production, as it has to do with iconographic and thematic influences from other 

mediums, such as film and radio. 

Scotland Yard (1960, Barr) was a collection of thirty minutes episodes based on real  

Scotland Yard case files (Munro, 2002; Horsley, 2003). Unlike Dragnet which used its main 

character Sergeant Joe Friday to introduce the show, Scotland Yard was narrated by  

criminologist Edgar Lustgarten, who opened each show with:  

Scotland Yard! Nerve centre of London's Metropolitan Police, headquarters of its 

Department of Criminal Investigation. Scotland Yard! A name that appears on 

almost every page of the annals of crime detection. Scotland Yard! Where night and 

day a determined body of men carry on a relentless unceasing crusade against crime. 

. . Stored deep in the heart of Scotland Yard are the records of thousands of cases, 

histories of every breach of the law from larceny to murder, stories of human 

weakness, of greed and envy, of cunning and stupidity. (Unknown, 1999) 

Later changed to coincided with new pictures shot in the area round Scotland Yard: 

Scotland Yard - nerve centre of London's department of criminal investigation. Here 

brains, science, routine and determination join forces in the constant war against 

crime. In the vaults beneath Scotland Yard are the histories of thousands of cases, 

evidence of the department's long standing and successful battle with the criminal 

(Unknown, 1999) 
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and changed again to: 

London - greatest city in the world, and home of the oldest democracy. A city whose 

worldwide reputation for honesty and integrity is firmly based on a thousand years 

of the rule of law, enforced and safeguarded by a police force, whose headquarters is 

as well-known as London itself - Scotland Yard! Filed in the Records Department of 

Scotland Yard are the histories of thousands of cases, evidence of the long standing 

and successful battle with the criminal (Unknown, 1999) 

Although each episode of Scotland Yard dealt with different aspects of policing, the writers 

and producers became increasing frustrated by the restrictions the Central London Police 

placed on them, additionally production was also delayed due to the lengthy delays the 

Metropolitan Police took to revise and approve scripts. While Scotland Yard was committed 

to educating the public about their responsibilities, the show’s producers found themselves 

facing institutional censorship. As a result, Scotland Yard’s scripts were being increasingly 

scrutinised and delayed as police became fussier about how police procedures were 

represented. While overall Scotland Yard received favourable reviews, Episode Five, 

Complaints against Police,41 caused some concerns for the British Police Federation. A 

police federation spokesperson asserted, “Its enough to make a potential recruit tear up his 

application, what rankles police is the stupidity and arrogance with which the constable was 

depicted as being treated” (Sydney-Smith, 2002, p. 150). The show’s writer asserted that 

Scotland Yard had been written with the full cooperation of Scotland Yard and that the 

scripts had been discussed with senior police officers. Yet it was at a time when Scotland 

Yard police began to feel they were losing control over their image, as police public 

relations officers no longer had time to check programmes before the shows were broadcast 

(Sydney-Smith, 2002). But Susan Sydney-Smith asserts that: 

British television series emerged from and defined itself against the Scotland Yard 

genre in terms of featuring uniformed officers, and depicting non-serious crime 

(although increasingly, plain-clothes, CID officers and uniformed men feature 

together)  (Sydney-Smith, 2002 p 112).  
                                                           
41 Complaints against police showed showed Scotland Yard detectives entering the home of a young police 
constable, searching it (without a warrant) and interrogating his family. While this  was common practice, it 
was rarely if ever discussed and certainly not with outsiders 
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The 1960’s saw technology and hardware change the format of British television police 

series such as Jacks and Knaves (1961, British Broadcasting Corporation) and Z Cars 

(1962-1978, British Broadcasting Corporation). Jacks and Knaves was a forty-five minute 

programme based in Liverpool.  Jacks and Knaves story lines centred on the Detective 

Sergeant Hitchins character based on real life detective, William Prendegast. Surprisingly, 

the pre publicity for Jack and Knaves did not feature any reference to DS Hitchins, instead it 

focused on Detective Prendegast, leaving audiences to make the connection to authentic 

events. But one of the main differences for viewers was the move away from the police 

station locations, which would come to symbolise the type of realism found in Z Cars 

(1962-1978).  

Z Cars provided society with a more realistic view of police crime dramas at a time when 

British police were moving from the traditional beat style of policing to one where police 

patrolled the streets in police cars. In contrast to earlier series which featured police as being 

above reproach, the police featured in Z Cars were shown with flaws, which people could 

relate to. Robert Reiner suggests Z Cars provided “a warts and all portrayal of the police as 

adults with personal weaknesses and defects” (Reiner, 1994, p. 23). As The Liverpool Daily 

Post indicates:  

The police constables in Z Cars are drawn from life. They have the failings of 

ordinary men in sharp contrast with old Dixon, that paragon of immaculate virtue 

who surely never cheeked an inspector, never asked a civilian for the winner of the 

three-thirty and never went on duty needing a haircut (cited in Sydney-Smith, 2002, 

p. 162)  

Sparks (1992) indicates that community policing narratives were replaced during the1970’s 

when British television crime shows began to produce shows such as The Sweeney (1975-

1978). The Sweeney portrayed police as rule breakers, vigilantes who would use whatever 

means needed to stop crime. Glen Creeber (Creeber, 2008) claims that The Sweeney and 

other police detective series of the times had a self-righteous belief in their methods “even if 

those methods involved a degree of violence and bending the rules”, i.e. the end justifies the 

means. But as Rob C. Mawby (2003) states, society had become far more critical of policing 

after corruption allegations of several specialist squads and abuse of power claims in the 

British Metropolitan Police, and television shows reflected those changes.  But as if to 
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maintain the popular image and mythology of policing which had followed the popularity of 

Dixon of Dock Green, the Police Federation (1993) inserted a full page advertisement in the 

newspaper featuring a portrait of Jack Warner, in the role of Dixon (Sydney-Smith, 2002). 

Whether written and produced in the USA,  Europe or Australia, crime dramas adhere to the 

same “basic formula in which society is protected and the status quo is maintained by the 

forces of law and order” (Cooke, 2008). Since the 1980s and the popularity of the U.S. 

series Hill Street Blues (1981-1987), crime drama not only focuses on interactions between 

police, offenders and victims, but also shows personal interactions between police 

colleagues and their families42. Mawby claims the British crime genre of the 1970’s 

followed similar changes to the American television crime shows. The 1970’s was a time of 

political change resulting in changes to the law and order policies of both countries, and 

television crime shows reflected these changes. Not only was police corruption becoming 

part of the police procedural storyline, as for example in The Bill, but there was a reaction 

against the masculinity depicted in series such as The Sweeney.  

Since the 1980s and the popularity of the U.S. series Hill Street Blues, crime drama not only 

focuses on interactions between police, offenders and victims but also shows personal 

interactions between police colleagues and their families. As Caron J. Deming (1985) 

asserts:   

The grimy realities of life on The Hill are, thus, the stuff of which 

the moral drama is concocted: drug busts and torn shirts, sexual 

baiting and broken vending machines, racial hatred and babysitting. 

The action is intense physically and emotionally (Deming, 1985).  

 

Jonathan Bignell asserts that Hill Street Blues as a hybrid form draws on “dramatic modes 

of heightened naturalism and comedy, and the rhetoric of documentary forms” to achieve 

realism, with the characters playing a pivotal role in connecting the series both “stylistically 

and dramatically” (Bignell, 2009).  

                                                           

42 “The grimy realities of life on The Hill are, thus, the stuff of which the moral drama is concocted: 
drug busts and torn shirts, sexual baiting and broken vending machines, racial hatred and 
babysitting. The action is intense physically and emotionally” (Deming, 1985) 
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The 1980’s also began to show those who were engaged in criminal behaviour as more 

multi-dimensional characters. America produced Wiseguy (1987-1990) a weekly serial 

based around organised crime and charismatic criminals. Wiseguy portrayed criminality 

from the viewpoint of an undercover FBI agent who was often sympathetic to those who 

lived outside societies norms, while at the same time challenging the historical notions of 

Italian Americans as others. But a much more cost effective genre emerged in the 1980’s - 

reality crime television. Reality based crime shows allow audiences to witness real or 

reconstructed events from a voyeuristic perspective, which has been applied successfully to 

crime formatting, resulting in a new way of crime as entertainment to reach audiences. But 

while its role might be to educate society and seek society’s assistance in fighting crime, 

shaped by narrative and stylistic conventions of crime fiction, it blurs fact and fiction, 

raising a number of issues based around privacy, accountability and ethics. Cops, produced 

in America, is recognised as the first reality based crime show where a film crew rides 

around with cops43. This format has proven so popular with both networks and audiences it 

has expanded to other countries, including  Britain and Australia (Kilborn, 2003; Holmes 

and Jermyn, 2006). It is therefore worthwhile considering how police involvement in reality 

television, other genres and forms of screen production such as police procedurals, impacts 

the crafting of reality and memory in these productions.   

While the detective may be considered a specialist who unravels society’s mysteries, Reiner 

(1994) suggests that the role of the police is one of law enforcement, intended to maintain 

social order. However, as society has become more informed about police policies and 

police procedures, television has also had to adapt its representation of police in police 

procedural shows such as The Bill. Colbran’s 2014 study concluded that this has resulted in 

the development of the crime genre narrative not only in  “terms of storytelling but also (it) 

gives an insight into changing attitudes towards policing and law and order” (Colbran, 

2014a, p. 11). Colbran’s study focused on the British television series The Bill. 

However as Alison Young notes, crime shows - Australian, British and American  - often 

rate in the top 10 of television shows (Young, 2008, p. 19). As a consequence, television 

production houses and channels are producing crime shows which often blur fact and fiction 

                                                           

43 Although Australian production house Crawford Productions had attempted this in the 1960’s but had been 
prevented from proceeding with this format as they found it to be cost prohibitive. 
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such as Blue Murder (1995) and Underbelly (2008). This has led to confusion between what 

is real and what is fictional, in other words where does reality begin and end? (Sacco, 1995; 

Surette, 1998). Surette’s study into media and crime identified that a number of people were 

confused by media representations; for example the fictional character Hannibal Lector was 

viewed as being authentic, while people doubted that Jack the Ripper was a real individual. 

Yet Jack the Ripper is sinisterly enshrined in popular culture as the first serial sex murderer, 

while Carroll suggests that Hannibal Lector  “merely requires the recognition that the 

psycho-killers one encounters in the relevant popular fictions are not really of the sort 

countenanced by contemporary psychology” (Carroll, 1999, p. 148).    

Sidney Kraus and Dennis Davis (1976) suggest that “the mass media create common reality 

by shaping the conceptual environment in which humans communicate” (Kraus and Davis, 

1976, p. 211).  Besides drawing on elements of melodrama and suspense from crime novels   

to build audience engagement, contemporary crime entertainment works such as Leadbelly 

(2005) (adapted for television into Underbelly (2008)) the journalists/authors relied on 

information not only from criminal sources but also from police officers. This relationship is 

not mutually beneficial, as journalists rely more on information from police than police rely 

on journalists proving information to police (Lee and McGovern, 2006).  Paul Wilson 

(1962) asserts this reliance has resulted in the media:  

Recognise(ing) that the police manipulate the news media, reporters 

and editors often uncritically publish police accounts of crime. It is 

not that journalists actively promote the interests of the police or that 

they deliberately ignore other versions of particular crime events. 

Rather, the fragility of their relationship with law enforcement 

agencies demands that they acquiesce to the police version (Wilson, 

1962, p. 163).  

 

Driving the development of new types of crime-oriented entertainment is the long standing 

popularity of crime dramas, a part of prime time television viewing since the 1960s. 

Whether written and produced in the USA,  Europe or Australia, crime dramas adhere to the 

same “basic formula  in which society is protected and the status quo is maintained by the 

forces of law and order” (Cooke, 2008). Initially many televised crime shows in Australia 

originated from overseas, with shows such as 77 Sunset Strip (1958-1964), Z Cars (1962-
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1978), Ironside (1967-1975), Taggart (1983-2010) and The Bill (1984-2010) becoming part 

of the Australian television landscape. 

However in 1964, Crawford Productions decided it was time to look at making crime 

television in Australia, using Australian actors and with Australian accents. Crawford 

commenced production of Homicide (1964-1977) at a time when the Australian television 

industry was virtually non-existent, consisting of mainly game shows and quizzes. 

Australian television was extremely expensive to produce while imported shows were more 

economical. It was a time when “commercial television stations filled expanding 

transmission hours with overseas product which they could buy for peanuts, and vigorously 

resisted any attempt to set-up a local content quota” (Storey, 2013, p. 2).  Although 

accustomed to overseas content, viewers proved critics wrong and embraced Homicide, 

which focused on a Victorian homicide squad and based many of its scripts on actual police 

cases. Australians were ready and willing to accept a crime show made in Australia with 

scenes they were familiar with and an accent they could relate to. Made for one tenth of the 

cost of an overseas programme, Homicide “out rated every one of them” (Storey, 2013, p. 3) 

forcing television stations to rethink local productions. Homicide followed the basic formula 

for the police procedural drama while blending fact and fiction as a means of creating crime 

as entertainment. Homicide used contemporary issues such as pack rape, child abuse, drugs, 

prostitution and suicide as the basis for many of its episodes. 

Since the 1980s and the popularity of the U.S. series Hill Street Blues (1981-1987) crime 

drama has not only focused on interactions between police, offenders and victims but has 

also shown personal interactions between police colleagues and their families (Bignell, 

2009). While police drama has changed significantly over time, advances in technology 

have altered visual representations of crime and criminality. During a period when cheap-to-

produce TV formats provided the means to fill newly expanded array of channels provided 

by cable, satellite, and later digital television, audiences have been given new ways to 

engage with crime as entertainment. From the 1990s to the 21st century, entire channels have 

devoted themselves to re-runs of popular crime shows like CSI (2000-2015) and Law and 

Order (1990-2010) and their subsequent spin offs. In this array of crime-focused 

programming, the point of view of the police is key to the authenticity and realism of drama. 
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Unlike fictional police crime shows which require a script, plot and dramatic sequences, 

reality based crime shows require no script because their appeal lies in their ability to show   

the real truth, allowing audiences to witness real or reconstructed events from a voyeuristic 

perspective (Lam, 2011). Mass media, news and entertainment are saturated with media 

images and stories about crime and criminality. Not only does the mass media play an 

increasing role in maintaining the status quo through such things as surveillance footage and 

CCTV surveillance, but the same technology makes authorities more accountable for their 

actions (Greer and Reiner, 2012). In addition to this, crime television shows also aim to 

educate society and seek societies assistance in fighting crime, yet reality crime television  

can also feed audiences’ anxieties and fears about perceived crime, real or not (Jermyn, 

2007; Marsh and Melville, 2011). And while this genre of reality crime is removed from 

journalism, its appeal lies in blending facts and drama while encouraging audiences to help 

the police solve crimes. The real life experiences of the police and those they pursue has 

become a commodity for consumption.  Rather than being independent from the police, 

something which journalists should be, these shows rely heavily on police involvement and 

or approval. For example, the American reality show Cops (1989 - current) requires police 

approval for camera personnel to ride with police, as does the Australian crime reality show 

Gold Coast Cops (2014-2015). 

 Cops (1989 - current) which debuted in 1988 was one of the first  television shows “built 

completely on footage of real people” (Huff, 2006, p. 138).  Cops  depicts the story of the 

police on the streets; often tough and not afraid to use “strong arm tactics” to subdue a 

suspect if required. Cops always considered itself to be a reality show, as production crews 

travelled around in the patrol cars, often engaging with police, suspects and victims.  By 

positioning the camera alongside the police officers, audiences were allowed to share some 

of the police experiences, including the satisfaction they (police) obtained from the work. 

Just as Dragnet commenced with a voice over narration so too does Cops:  

Cops is filmed on location with the men and women of law 

enforcement (cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 98).  

 

Cops creator and executive producer John Langley asserts that Cops allows audiences to 

experience crime entertainment without scripts, hosts or actors “and that’s as pure as you 
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can get in documentary film making” (cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 98). However, Cops is not 

“pure” as it goes through considerable editing before screening. Langley states: 

Our editorial staff cuts together the most interesting material 

whereupon I determine what goes in the shows after re-cutting or re-

finessing if needed. For example, an action piece (which hooks the 

audience), a lyrical piece (which develops more emotion) and a 

think piece (which provokes thought on the part of the audience) 

(cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 98).   

 

While traditional news formats will provide audiences with the who, what, when, where and 

why the crime is occurring, Cops shows audiences the crime from the view of the police 

(Fishman, 1980; Gormly, 2004; Simmons, 2008). For example, in one episode a police 

officer states, “I don’t like thieves” (cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 101)  and then continues with 

his personal experience of having cars stolen, adding to the pleasure he experiences when 

catching a thief: “When I pop a car thief and get to chase him and catch him, that’s a good 

high” (cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 101). Clearly not all audiences will view Cops in the same 

way, however viewers, especially those who have experienced car theft, will not only agree 

but identify with the officer. Another officer makes a moral judgment about a group of 

youths he has arrested, admitting they will not spend the night in jail but will probably be 

released into the care of their parents, adding, “They may be kiddie crooks but they grow up 

to be adult crooks” (cited in Doyle, 1998, p. 104). The officer is clearly making judgements 

or predictions about issues which have not yet occurred, and may never occur, however he 

is reinforcing a fear of crime to those audience members who may already be fearful of 

crime and therefore be more inclined to maintain law and order (Doyle, 1998, 2003). 

Despite the voiceover at the end of each show saying “all suspects are innocent until proven 

in a court of law”, the audience of Cops has only seen one side; the arrest story - the edited 

reality - and the presumption of guilt. And as Jon Katz asserts:  

The cameras recording Cops would probably not catch a Rodney 

King style beating. The officers would know better than to behave 

like that; even if they didn’t, it’s unclear whether the broadcaster’s 

producers would show it, since the program depends on the 

voluntary cooperation of the police (Katz, 1993, p. 27). 
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The following are examples of two events producers decided not to air on Cops.  According 

to Aaron Doyle, in 1992 The Seattle Times reported that a Cops crew recorded a drug bust 

that went horribly wrong, with a couple and their children dragged out of bed. The woman 

was half naked when she was handcuffed before the police realised they had the wrong 

address on the warrant. Cops never aired that episode (Doyle, 1998, pp. 105–9). Another 

episode involved the capture of two Hispanic males: 

[The] suspects were pinned to the ground and held immobile while 

cops kicked them in the stomach and the face…Our secondary 

cameraman holds a long, extreme close-up of a suspect while his 

mouth bleeds into the dirt. One producer shakes his head at the 

violence. “Too bad,” he says, “Too bad we can’t use that footage.” 

This was clearly a case of too much reality for reality-based TV 

(Seagal, 1993, p. 50).  

 

Cops is also very selective in the manner in which it portrays race. Its police officers are 

predominantly white, while African-Americans, Hispanics and other minorities are over 

represented as criminals. Analyses of ethnicity, race and crime by researchers such as 

Stabile (2006), Dixon and Linz (2006), Greer and Reiner (2012) indicate that minorities are 

more likely be cast as villains, reinforcing stereotypes while at the same time showing 

women, children and the elderly as victims. Thus reinforcing a racial and ethnic and class 

divide that goes back to some of the earliest crime-focused entertainment genres, including 

the novels of Agatha Christie and Hollywood’s gangster cycle of the 1930s.  Poorer 

neighbourhoods are usually the setting for Cops and it’s not that criminal activities don’t 

occur in the wealthier suburbs.  They are just not considered to be “crime ridden enough” 

(Doyle, 1998, p.107). As a result Professor Simon Lee asserts that, “The media are no 

longer, if they ever were, observers of the scene; they are players in the game” (cited in 

Peay, 1995). Clearly there is a power balance issue with the media relying more on police 

information than the police rely on the media (McGovern and Lee, 2010; Lee and 

McGovern, 2016). However perhaps it has more to do police being able to censor 

information because they (the police) review each episode before it is aired to avoid any 

compromised investigations (Doyle, 1998, pp. 105–9). 
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Cops is just one of many crime reality shows available to viewers. Others include Over the 

Limit (2010), Street Patrol (2008 - current) and Highway Patrol (2009 - current) which 

follows the working lives of men and woman as they perform their duties. Using portable 

cameras and CCTV footage, shows such as these offer audiences a voyeuristic look into 

another world. According to Jay Rosen, press critic, writer and Professor of Journalism at 

New York University, Cops and other shows like it all have a common theme: “an interest 

in hyping the ‘real’- real crimes, real desperados , real arrests, real suffering by real looking 

people” (Rosen, 1990, p. 38). Annette Hill suggests that audiences look for authenticity 

“when real people are really themselves in an unreal environment” (Hill, 2008, p. 324). 

Similar to other forms of crime genre, reality crime shows maintain the themes of 

melodrama and suspense to engage audiences. However as Richard Kilborn argues, it is a 

selected reality with rarely, if ever, an exploration of  “the whys and wherefores of the 

arrest” or even “the legitimacy of the arrest” (Kilborn, 2003, p.67). Furthermore, Eammon 

Carrabine (2008) reports that there has been considerable debate about representations of 

crime in this genre format, with Gareth Palmer (1998) suggesting that it reinforces the 

stereotyping of criminality, and generates fear and anxiety about crime and criminal activity 

- something which is supported by the British Home Office and the Australian Institute of 

Criminology (Clancy et al., 2001; Davis and Dossetor, 2010). While the events are shown 

through police lenses and the crafted reality format, constructed through production and 

reception processes - real crimes, real criminals and real victims -  are all carefully edited for 

consumers, without police involvement there is doubt that the reality crime format would 

survive (Mittell, 2001, 2004b; Hill, 2008). As Greer (2001) asserts, “someone who is careful 

to remain unwatched is pulling their strings” (cited in Mason 2002) because police are able 

to control what is written and photographed through restricting what is issued to media 

personnel, while at the same time deciding which media personnel are given access to police 

crime information, which can result in the media feeling intimidated by police.  

Historically crime drama has drawn inspiration from real criminals and criminal events, 

however as society has become more informed about police policies and procedures, 

television has also had to adapt its representation of police in police procedurals such as The 

Bill (1984-2010). The Bill was a long running police drama that underwent many changes 

befitting contemporary police work. Initially The Bill was an episodic drama where crime 

was committed and solved in the one episode. However 2001 saw The Bill change to a serial 

format, allowing storylines to continue over several weeks with the same cast members 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Over_the_Limit_(TV_series)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Over_the_Limit_(TV_series)
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(Colbran, 2011). The episodes of serials44 are linked to the following or previous episodes, 

usually with a cliff-hanger at the end of each episode in an attempt to lure the viewer back. 

While the series completes at least one story per episode, the main characters will continue 

into the next episode but the problem or issue has been resolved in one hour. Being able to 

capture the viewing audience with the first episode is important for producers of a television 

series such as Underbelly. Viewers want to get an indication of what the characters are like, 

what they can expect in future episodes, and they want something to talk about.  During its 

first eighteen years (1983-2001) The Bill consisted of stand-alone episodes of a half hour 

duration.  In 2001-2010 The Bill changed to a series format. The Bill series would generally 

consist of three strands: a major and a minor crime story and a soap style story involving the 

personal lives of the characters - for example, characters having affairs with each other, 

getting pregnant, having secret gay liaisons and so on (Greer and Reiner, 2012; Colbran, 

2014b). The writers of The Bill would put forward an idea for a storyline, if accepted the 

writers would then develop the plot by working with and shadowing police. In addition to 

the writers, all members of the production team relied on the police consultants who were 

employed fulltime on the show. The police consultants were heavily involved in every facet 

of the show, from the story line to the final production process. And if any aspect of the 

show was deemed by the police consultants to be implausible or inaccurate from a police 

procedural view point, The Bill writers would either be asked to rewrite the script or reject it 

completely. One of Colbran’s respondents (a scriptwriter) states:  

I think we relied very heavily on the police advisors. Not just 

because we felt we needed them to tell us how to get it right but we 

needed them to tell us what we didn’t know about their world (cited 

in Colbran, 2011).    

   

While using police consultants on crime dramas was not a new phenomenon, in fact it was 

common place where accuracy was considered important, however The Bill actually 

employed two retired police officers45 as fulltime consultants. Not only were the police 

consultants able to made script recommendations, they were also the first point of contact 

                                                           

44 Underbelly and The Bill are both examples here 
45 One was an ex uniformed officer the other ex CID, they had their own office on the set of The Bill. 
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for script writers who wanted to shadow the work of uniformed police officers. If police 

departments or officers wanted to publicise new initiatives or strategies, they could contact 

the police consultants who were then able to help incorporate them into future episodes 

(Colbran, 2011, 2014a).      

Australian radio and television productions also have a long history of involving police in 

the production process. Crawford Productions produced the  D24 (1945-1956) crime radio 

show only using Victorian police cases, being funded by Victoria Police (production and 

studio costs) for the first two years. Victoria Police asserts D24 had two advantages for 

policing; a recruitment tool and a public relations exercise (Crawford Productions Australia, 

no date; National Film and Sound Archive, no date). This series was later transferred to 

television as Homicide (1964-1978).   

Homicide engaged serving Victorian police officers as consultants for the show while also 

obtaining permission to use such things as real police cars and footage of the Victoria Police 

Headquarters in an attempt to add authenticity to the production. Just as important was the 

authenticity of the language. Australian audiences tuned in each week to see not only their 

favourite “detectives” but also to hear the Australian dialogue (Poole, 2014). Victoria Police 

were more than happy to assist in the making of Homicide. Police Public Relations Officer 

Inspector Woonton states that the police regarded Homicide as a good opportunity for the 

public to realise that the police were not only police men and women but also human. 

Woonton asserts, “Convincing the public that a policeman can be as human and 

understanding as the next fellow is a hard message to get across. Films casting police as the 

central figures seem to achieve this result” (cited in Matthews, 2014). Homicide had a long 

standing involvement of police in crime themed entertainment with emphasis on 

verisimilitude, providing Australian audiences with crime entertainment that takes place in 

familiar surrounding with familiar character types. 

A large number of successful Australian crime dramas followed Homicide including, but not 

limited to, Division 4 (1969-1975), Matlock Police (Crawford Productions, 1971-1976), Cop 

Shop (1977-1984), Phoenix (1992-1993), Blue Heelers (1994-2006) and Water Rats (1996-

2001).  Division 4, Matlock Police and Cop Shop were all Crawford productions. Division 4 

was set in a fictional Melbourne suburb modelled on St Kilda, using location shooting and 

referencing real life police in its characterisations, while Matlock Police had a small town 
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setting loosely based on the Victorian town of Shepparton. By contrast, Cop Shop was a 

hybrid of cop show and soap opera that used no location shooting. Phoenix was an ABC 

production markedly darker in tone than its predecessors, thanks to strong language and 

violence, its effect of gritty realism suited subject matter drawn from real life crime. The 

first series was inspired by the Russell Street bombing of the mid 1980s, and was based on 

detailed research into police investigation techniques. By contrast, Endemol’s production of 

Blue Heelers focused on everyday policing in a small town. Likewise taking its narrative 

cues from its setting, Water Rats was based on the work of the Sydney Water Police in and 

around Sydney Harbour.   

As stated, UK and USA audiences had become critical of police during the 1970’s, and 

television reflected their disenchantment. Australian audiences did not actually see police 

corruption television played out on their television screens until the late 1980’s. Made for 

television films based on true crime highlight the on-going interest in fiction based on fact 

and the dramatisation of high profile police cases, such as Police State (1989) which 

dramatised the Fitzgerald Inquiry, an investigation into Queensland police corruption, 

Police Crop: The Winchester Conspiracy (1990) which depicted the ACT police’s bungled 

attempt to investigate the mafia drug trade and the assassination of ACT police commander 

Colin Winchester; and Joh’s Jury (1993), which recreated the perjury trial of Sir Joh Bjelke-

Petersen. Blue Murder (1995) recreated Sydney’s criminal underworld during the 1970’s 

and 1980’s at a time when it appeared the criminal underworld were almost untouchable. 

Although Melbourne’s underworld characters in the 1990’s may have appeared untouchable, 

they were brought down by Victorian Police Task Force Purana. And when Underbelly 

(2008) went into production, Victoria Police were heavily involved in every phase of the 

production process, for example supplying such things as police transcripts and police 

consultants. 

1.4 Australian faction: Blue Murder and Underbelly 

If any programme is to be considered an immediate precedent to Underbelly it is Blue 

Murder (1995: Australian Broadcasting Corporation; Australian Film Finance Corporation; 

Southern Star Entertainment). Blue Murder was a factional work based on real events which 
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featured New South Wales (NSW)46 Drug Squad corruption.  Produced in 1995, its key 

protagonists are characters based on policeman Roger Rogerson and criminal Neddy Smith. 

Blue Murder‘s narrative explores Sydney’s underworld during the 1970 and 1980’s, and 

how the very people meant to protect citizens, the police, can sometimes view the law as a  

“market where business is conducted through a maze of competing self-interests by those 

who can remember the sins and loyalties of others, with justice being a bill of goods to be 

horse-traded” (Silvester, 2007a).  Potential viewers had been subjected to numerous media 

stories and specials about the events and people represented in the show. Similarly to 

Underbelly, Blue Murder was banned from broadcast in NSW because of its potential to 

influence a jury in the trial of Neddy Smith. However unlike Underbelly, Blue Murder was 

not scheduled to be broadcast concurrently with the trial of Smith. Blue Murder was 

broadcast in New South Wales in 2001, after the murder charges against Smith were 

withdrawn.  

In the case of Underbelly, Australian media consumers had been subjected to numerous 

stories and specials about the Melbourne gangland war. But although Underbelly was 

considered to be an adaptation of Leadbelly which was written by Melbourne journalists 

John Silvester and Andrew Rule, considerable material was also drawn from the memories 

of events and characters of serving or retired Victorian police officers who had served on 

Task Force Purana - who were given the task of ending the Melbourne gangland war. In this 

respect, it bears a strong resemblance to its predecessor, Blue Murder. 

Paget states “the publicity potential of …fact” is a powerful reason for cultural producers to 

adopt hybridised forms such as faction because these hybridised forms are successful with 

audiences. This can and has resulted in consumers viewing the works as factual when in 

actuality they are part of the faction subgenre. It is not surprising this hybrid form, i.e. 

faction, is problematic for both cultural producers, audiences and the judiciary, because it 

blends the traditional narratives of history and journalism with the narratives of drama, 

melodrama and sensationalism for entertainment purposes (Borenstein, 1999; Paget, 2007; 

Lipkin, 2011). Historically, Australia has had enthusiastic audiences for generic 

entertainment based on true crime which is dramatised for entertainment purposes, as the 

example of Blue Murder makes clear, through both television and film imported from the 
                                                           
46 A state of Australia 
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UK and the US, and also local productions that show the influence of these models. 

Underbelly provides an opportunity to further develop our understanding of factional genres 

- and not just as a form of entertainment. Controversy ensued as a consequence of the 

crafting of reality by the television producers, through the role police played in 

creating/shaping social reality. Therefore, in this chapter I have discussed the importance of 

crime as entertainment through historical and contemporary literature, while also reviewing 

hybridised genres such as faction.  

In Chapter Two, I will discuss my research methods, research design and reasons for 

choosing a mixed method approach to this research. I will also discuss researching 

constructed realities.  For ease of reading this chapter will consist of two parts. Part One will 

discuss the research design and methods applied to my thesis project, while Part Two will 

discuss the undertaking of the research.   
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Chapter 2 - Researching Social Realities  

In this chapter I will discuss researching constructed realities.  For ease of reading, this 

chapter will consist of two parts. Part One will discuss the research design and the methods 

applied to my thesis project while Part Two will discuss the undertaking of the research.  

Rationale  

This project is significant in relation to both Australian cultural production and the judicial 

process because the suppression of Underbelly in Victoria in 2008 highlights the challenges 

that changing forms of entertainment media offer the judicial system, even as it points to 

repercussions for the television industry and creative works focused on contemporary issues. 

Also, this is the first time a television channel’s intention has been to screen a television 

show concurrently with a trial47. R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) was to 

commence in the Victorian Supreme Court at the same time as Channel Nine was intending 

to screen the television miniseries Underbelly.  In examining the process of Underbelly’s 

production, this thesis draws attention to how what might have once been just a sensational 

news story is now the basis for television drama, and how programs of this kind can offer a 

new sort of media based challenge to defendants’ rights. 

2.1 Case study 

Both Robert E. Stake (1995) and Robert  K. Yin (2003) have based their approach to case 

studies on a constructivist paradigm. For them, constructivism is built on the principle of a 

social construction of reality. One of the advantages of this approach is the close working 

relationship between the researcher and respondent, enabling respondents to tell their 

stories. And it is through these stories that respondents are able to tell and describe their 

own views on reality. As Nicolja Siggelkow (2007) indicted, the reader (of the research 

paper) should be allowed to see not only the literature but also the world in a new way. 

While conducting case study research provides a rich and varied data collection (one of its 

strengths), it can cause issues should the researcher become overwhelmed and lose their 

sense of proportion as they delve through volumes of data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003; 

                                                           

47 This was confirmed in Her Honour Victorian Supreme Court King’s judgement and later also mentioned by 
the Victorian Court of Appeals when handing down their judgment.   
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Siggelkow, 2007). Additionally, it may result in the researcher undertaking an inordinate 

time to construct the data variables, which may or may not prove vital to the current 

research project. Initially researchers may assume that everything and anything might be 

relevant to their research. Yin (2003) suggests that the term case study can be applied to an 

event, not the entire event but a particular issue within that event. He further asserts a case 

study can be used when an in depth and extensive description of something which is 

considered a social phenomenon is required. Similarly, Anderson sees case studies as being 

concerned with how and why things happen, allowing the investigation of contextual 

realities and the differences between what was planned and what actually occurred 

(Anderson, 1993). Kathleen M. Eisenhardt indicates this may happen during data collection 

when the initial research question may shift focus as the researcher moves backwards and 

forwards through the various levels of engagement (Eisenhardt, 1989). While Eckstein 

(1975) asserts that case studies:   

Are valuable at all stages of the theory-building process, but most 

valuable at that stage of theory-building where least value is 

generally attached to them: the stage at which candidate theories are 

tested (cited in Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

 

However as with any research process there are strengths and weaknesses. Siggelkow  

indicates case based research is often criticised for  its “lack of selectivity and presentation 

of only those details that relate to the conceptual argument” (Siggelkow, 2007, p. 23). Yet 

case studies are particularly suited to new research areas or areas with limited research, 

where gaps in knowledge have been identified and research will assist in filling them 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Siggelkow, 2007). None the less, 

Siggelkow purports that the reader will be more interested in the conceptual argument 

because that is what will shape their thinking and allow them to see things in a different 

way. Although case studies are often a lengthy narrative “they are often among the most 

interesting to read” (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

 Underbelly: A Case Study in Cultural Production enabled me, as the researcher, to develop 

a close relationship with my research participants. This allowed their voices to be heard as 

they shared their stories/experiences relating to the social construction of reality in the 
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Underbelly production, based on the Melbourne gangland war which took place between the 

years 1995 and 2004 (Yin, 2003) .  

The following section, Part 1, expands on the research design and methods.  

Part 1: Research Design and Methods  

Online research  

Since the late 1990’s blogs and online forums have been a feature of online culture. Of 

course, one of the most interesting things about blogs and online forums is their versatility, 

but undertaking research in the virtual world raises questions of private and public spaces.  

Blogs and online forums are firmly located in the public domain and for this reason it can be 

argued that consent should be waived, drawing from Waskul and Douglas’ (1996) warning 

that what is important is how bloggers define their work: as private thoughts in public space. 

The anonymity enables bloggers to exhibit disinhibitive behaviour, resulting in cyberspace 

users being able to control their level of engagement and the duration of their engagement 

online (Lapidot-Lefler and Azy, 1995). And this autonomy offers a chance for bloggers to 

express thoughts and experiment with new behaviours without fear of identification or 

retribution. Blogging allows them to express ideas to everyone yet no one, as blogs and 

bloggers have the ability to remain both public and personal at the touch of a button. Miller 

and Shepherd (2009) state, “Blogs are addressed to everyone and at the same time to no 

one”. It is the ability to combine their public lives with their private thoughts that appeals to 

many bloggers, and the immediacy with which it can occur (Miller and Shepherd, 2009). 

Bloggers can decide what is important, decide what and how much of their private thoughts 

they want to reveal. The problem for the Victorian judiciary was the possibility that the 

bloggers thoughts, once in the public arena, could potentially be read/viewed by possible 

jurors or witnesses in the Victorian trial R v A.   

Over the last 20 years blogs and online forums have become accepted as part of the new 

way to not only construct self as well as community. Yet Nicholas Hookway (2008) 

believes that social scientists have been slow in realising the research potential of blogs and 

online forums. He suggests that blogs and online forums offer researchers publicly 

available, low cost and immediate availability for collection of data. Initially online chat 
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forums might appear to be an unusual way to collect data, however Kjellberg (2009)  

suggests there is a framework for studying blogging practice,  “which is grounded in social 

structuration theory” (Kjellberg, 2009),  resulting in observing not only the social structure – 

social, traditional, moral codes etc., but also how people start to ignore these traditional 

practices, reproduce them or even replace them, as has occurred with the digital shift. 

Charlotte Brownlow and Lindsey O’Dell (2002) believe that the ethical problems 

experienced in conducting online research is not dissimilar to other problems associated 

with qualitative research, stating “In addition to notions of informed consent, ethical 

problems faced by researchers in both mediums include the power of the researcher to 

interpret the data collected” (O’Dell and Brownlowe, 2002, p. 686). 

From 1 February 2008 until 31 May 2008 I monitored 10 websites to follow discussions 

about the Underbelly issue(s). There were numerous discussions occurring on forums 

including social networking sites, for example the Herald News, Whirlpool, Media Spy and 

Channel Nine. Many of the posts in these forums were from anonymous bloggers, and this 

anonymity enabled bloggers to express ideas they might not reveal in any other public 

platform. There was a variety of blogging responses, some critical of Supreme Court Justice 

Betty King, professionally and personally, while others were critical of Channel Nine’s 

attempt to screen Underbelly concurrent to the trial. The following are a small sample of the 

blogs:  

The accused in the Melbourne gangland cases, could’ve asked for a 

trial by Judge alone, and thus avoiding the problems of a biased jury. 

Indeed they could have. But trial by jury is their right under law. 

Why should they be expected to deny themselves of that right in 

order to meet the commercial needs of the producers of Underbelly? 

Unless you believe that peoples’ rights are secondary to commercial 

considerations (Melbourne Crime, Gregg and Silverspoon +, 2008).  

 

However the blogs criticising Her Honour’s decision were often not only critical about Her 

Honour’s stance but they were at times more personal in their criticism, perhaps in an 

attempt to undermine her authority.  For example:  
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Hey Betty, don’t you think it’s time to retire? That’s just a thought 

that crosses my mind every time you hand down a sentence…Old 

Judge Betty is past her use by date (a thought that went through my 

head years ago). She went through the usual waffle you hear from a 

lot of these old defence barristers who become judges (McNamara, 

2009). 

 

Television ratings  

In addition to online forums I wanted to gain an insight into the popularity of crime 

television in Australia. This resulted in my perusal of the OzTAM website. OzTAM is the 

official Australian source of television audience measurement (TAM), supplying data to 

some media organisations to assist them in the development of projects, network planning 

and the potential to create new opportunities for advertising sponsors. “Television ratings 

information is the currency by which television is bought, sold and evaluated” (OzTAM Pty 

Ltd, 2008). OzTAM monitors the six Australian states and presents its finding with an 

overall top 20 programs each week.  

Therefore, in order to analyse the popularity of television crime shows in Australia, I 

monitored OzTAM in 2008 and again in 2009.  Monitoring the OzTAM website for 20 

weeks, the 6th to the 12th of January to the 6th to the 12th of July 2008, and for another 20 

weeks commencing the 8th to the 14th of February to the week from the 3rd to the 9th of  May 

2009, enabled me to monitor how Underbelly and other crime shows, regardless of their 

format, were represented in the ratings around Australia. This is pertinent to my research 

because although Underbelly was not legally viewed in the Victorian jurisdiction in 2008, 

Underbelly was still represented in the top 20 shows in 2008 [Appendix 2]. 

Qualitative research  

Qualitative research is not constructed in such a way as to prompt responses, instead it looks 

at the various relationships within cultures and systems as a means to open dialogue and 

obtain responses (Janesick, 2005, p. 385). Maintaining boundaries, developing friendships 

and managing emotions are issues often experienced by qualitative researchers. While these 

issues are often associated with qualitative research they are often compounded when the 
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researchers are dealing with sensitive material (Dickson-Swift et al., 2006; Sampson, Bloor 

and Fincham, 2008; Sandberg et al., 2013). It can be hard to remain impersonal when 

dealing with interviewees who are vulnerable or in difficult circumstances, for example, 

incarcerated. Sandberg and Cope assert  “You have to reveal who you are in interviews, 

show emotions, to get a confidential, true and honest relation, which is important in these 

interviews” (Sandberg et al., 2013). While the intention is to remain neutral, interviewees 

and interviewers are people and regardless of their intentions will unconsciously bring their 

ideas, motives, bias and feeling to each human interaction. By conducting interviews, I 

focused on qualitative research as a way to communicate and understand the participants’ 

lives in their own unique ways  (Janesick, 2005). 

After ploughing through a plethora of existing research in genre, stereotyping, media, 

labelling, and communication theory, I was able to see the emergence of patterns, data and 

themes from which I was able to formulate research questions. For me one of the intentions 

that motivated my narratives of production, reception, and effects of Underbelly was to 

enable the voices of those related to these three cultural fields to shine through, to give some 

of them a voice which may otherwise have been lost48. In practice, this resulted in crafting 

questions which would create an open dialogue between me and the interviewee. The aim 

was to obtain responses which would allow me to look at the different relationships within 

the cultural event that was Underbelly (Janesick, 2005, p. 385). 

For me the ‘wish list’ of respondents included a number of individuals who had expertise in 

their various professional or personal lives, such as legal personnel e.g. solicitors, police, 

creative industry professionals like screen writers, actors and directors, as well as people 

who had been portrayed in Underbelly - although many had passed away or been 

incarcerated. I was only able to make formal contact with them after an approval of ethical 

clearance from Griffith University’s Research Ethics and Integrity program49. Initial contact 

with a potential respondent was either by phone or email to gauge their interest in 

participation in the research project, followed by the provision of the information sheet and 

consent form [Appendix  3 ] . After reading these forms and agreeing to participate, 
                                                           

48 Ethical clearance had been granted by Griffith University to undertake this research before the 
commencement of any field work.    
49 Ethical clearance candidate number 000000020038. 
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arrangements were made for a face to face open ended interview. This resulted in obtaining 

interviews with a diverse range of individuals, many of whom had either been actively 

engaged in the production or had been represented in the production. To ensure anonymity, 

all respondents were assigned an alias (see Table 1). Discussion with the respondents would 

be based around open ended questions to prevent influencing any responses and to maintain 

the anonymity of all respondents unless they indicated otherwise.  Carl Williams50 who ran 

the Williams Crew, George Williams, father of Carl Williams, who had been involved in the 

Melbourne criminal underworld from an early age, and Roberta Williams all declined the 

offer to be given an alias, so their names will appear in my thesis.  

Field work was initially anticipated to be carried out and completed over a two year period 

(December 2008-2010), however due to the unique opportunities given to me, i.e.  the 

ability to meet and interview Carl Williams and other true life actors represented in 

Underbelly, ethical clearance was extended until December 2011, and the following people 

were interviewed, some several times over an extended period. The interviews and/or 

discussions were usually audio taped and later transcribed with the participants’ consent and 

the tape(s) retained for the duration of the research project. This retention of the tapes 

allowed them to be used repeatedly throughout the process for any additional data analysis 

(Bourdieu, 1998, p. 1).  

 

Table 1: Participants 

Name (alias) and age  Occupation  

Steve (55) Former media manager/serving Queensland police 

senior constable  

Mark (60) Author/journalist 

                                                           
50 Carl Williams was murdered inside Barwon Prison April 2010. 
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Melvin (70) Former magistrate 

Brian (46) Author/journalist 

Doug (58) Security manager/former Victoria police detective 

(served on Task Force Purana) 

Roger (59) Academic/research officer Victoria Police, Office of 

Police Commissioner  

Eric (55) Criminal barrister/academic /former police officer 

Sam (48) Screenwriter 

Rowan (65) Queens Counsel  

Jamie (57) Actor/former police constable  

Daniel (53) Scriptwriter  

Roger (55) Scriptwriter/producer 

Mary (41) Solicitor 

Craig (38) Former Victoria police officer (Internal Affairs)/ 

ethics manager  
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Mitchell (55) Actor/academic 

Thomas (59) Media academic/media presenter  

Nathan (62) Queens Counsel/ media commentator 

Brent (40) Solicitor/academic/media commentator  

Jodie (40) Office manager 

John (43) Journalist 

Kyle (32) Painter 

Jenni (30) Office worker 

Bob (58) Construction worker 

Colin (26) Animal handler 

Andrew (44) Serving detective constable,  Victoria Police Force  

Lachlan (38) Serving detective sergeant, Victoria Police Force  

Chilli (69) Driver/former Williams associate  
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Mary (32) Nurse 

Leeann (42) Solicitor 

Joe (70) Actor 

Kevin (46) Driver  

Dave (32) Driver/former drug dealer 

Winter (34) Waitress/Moran associate  

Paul (30) Construction worker/former drug trafficker/robber 

Andy (23)  Waiter  

Tan (29)  Driver/former criminal associate Mokbel   

Joey (58) Serving prisoner  

Georgia (70) Pensioner  

George Williams (75) Father of Carl Williams  

Roberta Williams (38) Former wife of Carl Williams  
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Carl Williams (38) Convicted of 3 murders, murdered in Barwon Prison 

10 April, 2010  

 

Not only did I need to be aware of each respondent’s responses, but it would also assist me 

if I could understand how the respondent(s) processed their own viewpoints. Young (1997) 

notes, “We often think that understanding another person’s point of view or situation 

involves finding things in common between us” (Young, 1997, p. 52).  

Additionally, I did not want the participants’ responses to be shaped by what they thought 

would be expected from them. Benzies (2001, p. 544) asserts that respondents may 

unknowingly “place objects and events in time,” to create imaginary phenomena such as 

events and place.    

Human interactions will never be predictable, and it would be remiss of me to think 

qualitative research will not plagued by issues of validity due to the subjective nature of the 

data and any potential bias I may have. This study engages with the subjective nature of the 

research - everything from the choice of topic, to selecting methodologies, and ultimately 

interpreting/analysing the data (Yin, 2003). Carl Ratner ( 2002) suggests: 

The researcher's subjectivity is said to negate the possibility of 

objectively knowing a social psychological world. The investigator's 

values are said to define the world that is studied. One never really 

sees or talks about the world, per se. One only sees and talks about 

what one's values dictate (Ratner, 2002). 

 

For example, while I may have specific values, I had to be aware not to project these values 

onto my interviewees or even to appear judgmental of their answers. While Erving Goffman 

(1961, pp. 4–10)  argued that the only way to learn about any person’s world is to immerse 

yourself in their daily activities, others such as Cohen et al. (2000) see it differently. 

Douglas (cited in Fontana and Frey 2005) argued that it is important for researchers to be 

adaptable to the various situations they might find themselves in, because researchers are in 
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fact taking oral life histories. At the same time, Benzies (2001, p. 545) states that 

researchers must be aware of the impact their presence may have on the data collection.   

Despite this, Rooney (2005) states that in recent years there has been a shift in 

“philosophical conceptions of reality, knowledge and truth” (Rooney, 2005, p. 4) resulting 

in the acceptance of  researchers drawing from their own “social, cultural and historical 

background at all stages of the research process” (Rooney, 2005, p. 5) therefore making 

objectivity impossible. As Rooney argues, “Insider research has the potential to increase 

validity due to the added richness, honesty, fidelity and authenticity of the information 

acquired” (Rooney, 2005, p. 5). Authenticity was important for this project as it was more 

than just about the potential effects on the criminal justice process, it also was about the 

accused, their families’ and their associates’ lives being made the basis for entertainment.  

Research diary 

Like all data collected a diary constitutes a record of information, however while this is true, 

diaries are usually considered private spaces for thoughts and reflections. When attempting 

to make sense of something or an experience, research diaries can offer a safe place to return 

to. However, diaries are not used for research in isolation, instead they can be a component 

of the overall qualitative research experience. Diaries offer the researcher a place to keep 

track of possible detours along the way, which may have seemed merely a distraction yet 

can become an important component of the overall research experience (Altrichter and 

Holly, 2005). Herbert Altrichter and Mary Louise Holly (2005) believe that through writing 

in a research diary, a researcher is able to distance themselves, reconstruct, evaluate an 

experience from a different point of view and look at other, often unrecognised, facts.   

Pillow (2003) suggests “the ability of humans to reflect (on the past and the future) has a 

long intellectual history and heritage growing out of Enlightenment belief in the ability of 

‘man’ to reason in a reasonable manner about ‘his’ fate” (Pillow, 2003, p. 177). Reflexivity 

would enable me to both acknowledge my research and how I obtained it.  It would also 

allow me to undertake my research with rather than on my respondents (Chiseri-Strater, 

1996; Pillow, 2003). As stated previously, this was something I knew to be of importance - 

the voices of my respondents. For me, my diary entries enabled connections between 

people, events and places to be recognised. But probably one of the diary’s most important 
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roles was that it was a private space in which I could express the emotions and 

vulnerabilities I was unable to shut down or walk away from.   

Document analysis  

It was also necessary for me to look at and fully understand the reasoning of Victorian 

Supreme Court Justice King and the Victorian Court of Appeal when banning the television 

crime show Underbelly and any subsequent web trees. Not only did this result in reading 

and analysing the cases  R v A  and R v Williams (Supreme Court of Victoria, 2008) and 

General Television Corporation Pty Ltd  v DPP & Anor [2008] VSCA 49 (Supreme Court of 

Victoria, Victorian Supreme Court of Appeal and Supreme Court of Victoria, 2008) as it 

contained the  full judgement handed down by Her Honour Supreme Court Justice King and 

the Victorian Supreme Court of Appeal decision to uphold Her Honour’s decision. In 

addition to these cases, I located a 2009 conference paper, Underbelly - A true crime story 

or just sex, drugs and rock and roll, where Her Honour gave a candid glimpse into why she 

made the decision to ban Underbelly within Victorian judicial boundaries. This is to date the 

only time Her Honour has spoken publicly, in any detail, outside of the courtroom about her 

decision to ban Underbelly in Victoria.  

 The data set for this research project consisted of interview transcripts, a research diary, 

documents, ratings data and narratives from the online forums.   

Data analysis  

Because my research included interviews, talking in formal and informal settings and 

discussions with a number of individuals with shared yet different experiences, when it 

came time to analyse the data I would have to apply two methods, thematic and constant 

comparative analysis. While thematic analysis (TA) and the constant comparative method 

(CCM) both enable a researcher to identify themes, thematic analysis would be used for the 

literature review while the constant comparative method (CCM) would be used to analyse 

the data gathered from respondents. Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke assert that, “A 

theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research question and 

represents a patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 

82) . Although I would be deciding the themes to use in this thesis, it was also important to 
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me to allow the voices of respondents who had given their time to be heard (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1997, p. 29). 

Thematic analysis  

Braun and Clarke (2006) propose that thematic analysis, although rarely acknowledged, is 

widely used as it is an accessible and flexible approach for the analysis of qualitative data 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006).Thematic analysis of the literature enabled me to identify  and 

focus on identifying one data set - the narrative themes contained within the literature, yet 

there were also a number of sub themes underpinning the literature narrative. Sub themes 

included the relationship between sensationalism, melodrama, and realism in crime 

entertainment, the gangster genre, the detective genre and the police procedural genre, para 

historical events and faction.  

Yet the approach I would later take when using the constant comparative method for 

analysis was the same as the thematic approach; locate, identify themes and code them (see 

Table 2).  

Table 2: Phases of thematic analysis 

Phase  Description of the process  

A) Familiarise myself with 

the available data  

Read and reread the available data and make initial  

notes of ideas  

B) Generate initial codes  Coding the interesting aspects of the literature and 

begin to collate the data relevant to each code 

C) Search for the themes  Collecting the codes into potential themes and 

grouping all relevant themes together 
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D) Reviewing themes  Checking that the themes work in relation to the 

coding, data set and generating a thematic map  

Constant comparative analysis 

Although during the field work I realised there were common themes starting to appear, 

once I commenced data analysis the themes and amount of connections became clearer. 

Sharon M Kolb (2012 p83) suggests that the constant comparative method combines 

“systematic data collection, coding, and analysis with theoretical sampling in order to 

generate theory that is integrated, close to the data”, and that it is communicated in a form 

clear enough for additional testing to be undertaken. Constant comparative analysis enabled 

me to work through the data, make the comparisons, identify differences while developing 

the categories to consider as part of my thesis analysis (Boeije, 2002; Charmaz, 2005). The 

constant comparative method combines systematic data collection, coding, and analysis with 

theoretical sampling in order to generate theory that is integrated, close to the data, and 

communicated in a form clear enough for additional testing to be undertaken. The benefit to 

my research is that the research begins with raw data, and through constant comparisons a 

practical theory will emerge. However, no analysis will be entirely neutral. As stated 

previously, research cannot be done in isolation and with totally neutrality. Charmaz (2005 

p510) states, “What we know shapes, but does not necessarily determine, what we find”.      

Acknowledging that there are differing approaches to comparative analysis, my approach is 

aimed at generating new concepts and categories from the interview process. However, it is 

important to acknowledge it will be possible that, even if asked the same questions, data 

collected from another researcher could result in a different data set, and subsequently 

different outcomes. One benefit of applying constant comparative analysis is the ability for 

the process of analysis to grow and develop at each stage as I develop links between 

categories and participants. Janice M. Morse and Peggy-Anne Field (2002) assert that this 

can be a long, at times tedious process, as each piece of data must be compared with each 

other piece of relevant data (Morse and Field, 2002), but it is the researcher who will 

ultimately decide which piece of data will be relevant.  
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On reflection, I began this process after the initial interview when I closely read and reread 

every question and answer to determine exactly what had been said and how it was said. 

Recorded interviews were useful for this as they enabled me to go over each interview 

several times if needed.  By coding the initial interview, I was able to think about what also 

may be vital to include in subsequent interviews with other respondents.  Throughout the 

field work, I summarised each interview and began to code similarities and differences as 

they began to appear in responses, however after several interviews I began to realise that 

many of the respondents with similar backgrounds/shared experiences had similar responses 

to the same questions.  I was then able to group these themes together (Boeije, 2002). But 

not all respondents’ answers fitted into these themes, so although I was aiming for 

similarities, it was important to recognise differences.  For example, although respondents 

may have shared a similar experience, their responses could be quite different. Sometimes 

when coding data, I would recall something which had seemed to be irrelevant at the time of 

interview, so I had to step back and reconsider if it actually was relevant; sometimes it was 

and needed to be included in the data. At the end of the process the data provided the major 

themes. Using the major themes, i.e. cultural producers, policing, real life actors as the 

section titles, I identified a number of subsections contained within each.  According to 

Glaser, the presentation of the data as evidence of the confusions will add credibility to the 

findings. Glaser further proposes, “keeping track of ones ideas as required by the 

comparative method raises the probability that the theory will be integrated and clear” 

(Glaser, 1965, p. 444), while also forcing the researcher to consider the diversity of the data.  

One of the advantages of qualitative data collection is that information can be obtained from 

a wide range of sources such as interviews, observations and documents as a means of 

completing the overall picture from a rich variety of material (Glaser, 1965; Boeije, 2002; 

Bowen, 2009). Although individuals with shared experiences will often have different 

experiences, it was interesting to view how they overlapped in other areas. This enables a 

pattern of relationships to develop (see Figure Three below). 
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Figure 3: Pattern of relationships 

Throughout Part One I have discussed the project’s rationale, the research design methods 

and the methods applied to my thesis project. Now I turn to the actuality of researching, 

including issues of access in prison research and the ethical issues which required 

consideration.  

Part 2: In the Field  

Interviews  

As discussed in Part One, interviews would play a vital role in my research project. With the 

sense of reality being at the heart of every interview, I was aware I needed to engage with all 

my participants in a non-judgemental way, with no preconceived stereotypical values. It was 

vital that the participants recognised that I was not judging them, their lifestyle choices or 

their answers. Not only did I gain their confidence, but I also found that I was more relaxed 

asking questions which I may not otherwise have considered necessary or appropriate. 
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Rather than being a negative interaction, engagement can enhance both the research 

experience and the resulting data. For example participants who had been represented in 

Underbelly expressed their concerns and thoughts about this television series, what impact it 

had on their lives, future trials and how those who didn’t actually know them were making 

judgements based on the media representations in Underbelly (Blumer, 1969; Benzies, 

2001).   

Initial indicators were that interviews would be able to be completed in around 30 minutes, 

however often subsequent meetings were required. Sometimes I initiated additional 

interviews, but over time additional interviews were often at the request of my respondents. 

The respondents generated the discussions as a direct consequence of the research questions, 

or sometimes because they felt something else had to be said. The interviews undertaken by 

using Bourdieu’s “transcription effect” enabled me to capture not only the words but also 

the tone and innuendo associated with the words, something not available with the use of 

notes alone (Bourdieu, 1998). Being visually impaired proved quite helpful, because while I 

may have missed some of the visual clues, I could not miss the tone or subtle innuendo in 

the audio. In fact, having a seeing eye dog also seemed to put many respondents at ease; 

often our discussion commenced with questions about my dog Perry. His role and the 

inevitable question, “Can I pat him?” seemed to put many respondents at ease. Rather than 

making me appear more vulnerable, the engagement with Perry added a casual tone to the 

interview, and even those who seemed initially slightly guarded or hesitant often let “their 

guard down”. Perry’s presence facilitated human interaction between us as we became 

strangers with a common interest - Perry, my dog (Melson and Melson, 2002; Bennett and 

Rohlf, 2007). 

While many of the interviews were scheduled one on one over coffee, there were also many 

interviews conducted over a meal with a large number of participants who knew each other. 

To enable interviewees interactions with me to be as comfortable as possible, at times I 

found myself feeling isolated, sitting outside the group until I was included (Dickson-Swift 

et al., 2006). For example, during dinner with Carl Williams’ father and associates, I found 

myself sitting next to a familiar face. The woman51 began chatting to me about a number of 

things, including asking me whether Carl (Williams) had spoken to me about his mother 

                                                           

51 Name withheld to ensure anonymity 
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Barbara. I answered yes, to which she replied Carl only discusses Barb with people he 

trusts, at which point she changed seats with George (Carl’s father). George Williams then 

proceeded to openly include and engage me in conversations. It wasn’t until months later 

that I realised my answers determined whether or not those close to Carl Williams would 

speak to me.  I had unknowingly committed something considered to be a “major research 

sin” (Stanley, 2004, p. 181). I had crossed the “us and them” divide in academic research. 

By engaging at this level, I had to be aware: was I also open to exploitation through the 

seduction, the salaciousness of crime? Or more likely, the seduction of celebrity?52 

Similarly I had to realise and acknowledge that many of the respondents were vulnerable 

emotionally. Interviewee Jodie (01.08.09), for example, was usually quite vocal and had 

been more than happy to participate in research. However when the tape started rolling she 

became quiet, giving limited responses and closed answers such as yes or no. After several 

minutes I turned the recorder off and she returned to her usual self, confiding to me, “It’s the 

first time I’ve been taped without a lawyer being present.”  It was a valuable lesson I took 

away from that interview, as it was something I had not actually considered prior to Jodie’s 

interview. I had been aware of possible embellishment of interview material, faulty memory 

or even agenda setting, but this experience brought home just how vulnerable an interviewee 

could feel (Sampson, Bloor and Fincham, 2008; Sandberg et al., 2013).   

Additionally, some of the actors who had played characters in the Underbelly series agreed 

to take part in the research as a matter of principal, therefore making themselves vulnerable 

by risking financial hardship and legal action as a direct consequence of allowing me to 

interview them. These actors were given aliases and have been de-identified to ensure that 

they are not deemed to have broken their confidentiality agreements relating to Underbelly.  

Interviewees Jamie53 (actor/ex-police, 25.04.09) and Joe54 (actor, 25.04.09) had been told by 

Screentime and Channel Nine not to discuss Underbelly with outsiders, in case they gave 

information which was different to the answers that Screentime and Channel Nine were 

presenting to the public. Censorship was seen by them as being inappropriate, with Joe 

(25.04.09) stating, “That’s the old thing about prohibition. It was demonstrated by 
                                                           

52 People who had been portrayed in Underbelly (2008) became celebrities.   

53 Name withheld to protect anonymity. 

54 Name withheld to protect anonymity. 
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prohibition in the States…liquor…it just made it more popular... censorship and banning 

makes you want to do it more”. Both actors believed it was important to be able to speak 

about an issue which they viewed as important: the right of everyone to a fair trial and the 

impact of television on this issue.  

Issues of access  

One person who was on my “wish list” was Carl Williams, and it was at this time I found 

myself conflicted as I worked through some important issues. In Australia it is illegal to 

interview prisoners without the permission of the appropriate government department, and 

Carl Williams was incarcerated in one of Australia’s maximum security prisons - Barwon 

Prison in Victoria. Under Victorian jurisdiction the legislation dealing with researchers and 

journalists states that the details of each visit, “including the visitor's identity, relationship to 

the prisoner and the purpose of the visit, must be collected, whilst the provision of 

misleading information can result in penalties ranging from $100 to 18 months 

imprisonment” (cited in Walsh, 2007). Therefore, it was necessary for me to contact the 

Victorian Department of Corrections (VDC) with a request to meet with and interview 

Williams for my research. At the initial contact with VDC I refrained from identifying 

myself or my university and declined their offer to send out further information to me. The 

person55 I spoke to advised me they would me allow access to Williams if VDC and 

Victorian Police had full access to my notes. I had to make a decision which I must admit I 

did not make lightly. Do I just enter the prison regardless and risk possible jail time or do I 

risk being in breach of the university’s ethical guidelines? 

My ethical clearance granted by the university enabled my participants to have anonymity, 

yet the VCD wanted me to violate the university ethics departments’ stance. Then again, I 

also was not prepared to be incarcerated. As I stated previously, Carl Williams had been on 

my wish list to interview because I wanted to be able to include the voices of the people 

who often went unheard - the people represented as “others” in Underbelly. I realised I had 

to make a decision based on what I considered to be the right thing for me and my 

participants, regardless of who they were or where they were. I carefully considered the role 

Carl Williams and others (who also have criminal histories) would play in any of my 

                                                           

55 Name withheld to protect anonymity. 



…86… 

research. Newman (1958) stated, “In dealing with inmates, a researcher is in a position 

where, inadvertently perhaps, he might be informed of unsolved crimes, of plans to disturb 

prison routine or to break jail, of corruption among guards, or of vice within the walls” 

(Newman, 1958, p. 138). I knew if this occurred I would have to make a decision to either 

ignore the information (something hard to do when you know it), inform the prison 

authorities or discourage Williams from telling me any more (Schlosser, 2006; Arsovska, 

2008). It was a decision I would face and deal with if and when the time came.   

After much deliberation, I reached a decision to contact Williams and his family and enter 

Barwon Prison, if Williams would see me as a “regular visitor”, with any details we 

discussed to remain private from the VDC.  In the Acacia Unit of Barwon Prison, the 

inmates have to submit a request to see visitors, so I made contact with Williams’ barrister 

who relayed my request to Williams. Carl agreed to meet me and George Williams (Carl’s 

father) rang asking me when I would like to meet Carl. I suggested a date and roughly a 

time, he relayed them back to his son who set up the date, time and my details with Barwon 

Prison authorities. After the approval process, our visits commenced and carried on until the 

time of his death the following year. 

Entering the Barwon maximum security prison, and in particular being a female entering a 

male prison, made me feel vulnerable in a way I had never experienced before. Being a 

vision impaired person who works with a seeing eye dog, I had experienced vulnerability 

before, however now I was also hyper-conscious of my surroundings, chose what I wore 

very carefully, making sure my clothing was not tight or in any way revealing, because I felt 

the guards seemed to make assumptions about me based on who I was visiting. On one visit 

as I entered the reception area I heard someone say, “Smells like a hooker.” I was 

astonished. It was something I never expected, I knew there would be some assumption 

made about me for visiting such a high profile prisoner but that comment was something I 

had never expected. I never said anything because I knew if I had I would not have been 

allowed into the prison, but I did not wear that perfume to the jail again.   

While I am aware of gender stereotypes and that “people will categorize others on sex and 

race on the basis of quite minimal cues even though they may then re-categorize a person if 

more cues become available” (Ridgeway and Kricheli-Katz, 2013) the comment still 

surprised and shocked me. There had been no mention of my clothes, just my perfume, 
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however I always wondered what my clothes might signify to the men and possibly even the 

women prison guards who worked there. And if I had been a man would any comments 

have been made? Being a male dominated culture, the language used around the prison “was 

predominately sexist” (Letherby, 2003, p. 33) and symbolically positioned woman as 

inferior to men especially when the  man was in a  position of power. “While language does 

not determine reality in a fixed way it does provide dominant frames of reference and 

dominant meanings which we attach to experiences at any one time” (Letherby, 2003, p. 

34). As a consequence of my silence, I reinforced the position of male dominance within the 

prison system.  

To demonstrate the level of security at Barwon Prison, after leaving reception my seeing eye 

dog Perry and I and underwent several more security checks, including both of us being 

patted down before we arrived at the visiting area. Every time a door closed or a key lock 

turned I felt isolated from the outside world. If a prison lock down occurred while I was 

there, we would have to remain until it was over, even if it lasted for hours. Rather naively I 

expected the security checks would only be when going into prison however they were just 

as rigorous when leaving. Unable to take research notes inside Barwon resulted in my 

leaving the prison and scribbling notes, making digital recordings which I would later 

transcribe.  

Initially when I went to interview Williams I thought it was to be a “one off”, as he 

appeared to be a bit off hand, although polite. People who he trusted had vouched for me so 

he was curious as to what I wanted from him. Like Arsovska, “I had to bear in mind at all 

times that offenders are often very manipulative and sometimes unpredictable, although 

they might seem open and friendly at certain moments” (Arsovska, 2008, p. 54), moreover 

it could all change in the blink of an eye. I made it clear to Williams that I had no hidden 

motives other than to hear and understand his side of the story if he wanted to tell me 

(Hekman, 2004; Fontana and Frey, 2005; Kjellberg, 2009). Carl Williams was no fool; he 

was smart and double checked everything so I guessed he already knew some details about 

me. Knowing Williams was very protective of his family and his few close friends, I was 

surprised when just before the visit ended he offered to put me in touch with his ex-wife 

Roberta, and asked when I would be down again. I knew at that moment he had “sized me 

up”, decided he trusted me enough to allow me access to his family and maybe even tell me 

some of the things I needed and wanted to know. I was offering him a chance to tell his 
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side of the story. Before his death, I visited Williams on six occasions, for around two 

hours each visit, although as stated previously if the prison went into lock down I could be 

in there much longer. We talked about a wide range of things, his mum, his daughter, the 

weather, even the football. And as he began to trust me he answered questions about things 

relating to my research, the way he saw them.  In fact he actually advised his barrister to 

give me access to anything I required relating to him. We had been meeting for several 

months when he was murdered inside the prison. After his death there have many instances 

where I had revisited the tapes of our meetings, each time I find the data just as emotionally 

challenging as the previous time. Although I have written things like this in my research 

diary it feels like it exposes my vulnerability during data collection, something I am not 

entirely comfortable with.  

Our visits continued until Williams was murdered inside Barwon Maximum Security Jail 

on 19 April 2010 by a fellow inmate, Matthew Johnson.    

As a direct consequence of my research into Underbelly my life, research and Underbelly 

became entwined. However at the commencement of the field work, I had never foreseen 

the coming events and how I would become part of my own research.  

I was upset when Williams was murdered and was invited by his family to attend his 

funeral. The funeral was overrun by media, police and others who had come to the funeral 

because they were curious about the world Carl Williams had been part of. The issues of 

vulnerability again surfaced as someone shoved a camera in my face, however thankfully a 

female police officer told the onlooker to move along. The funeral had become an event. 

While I now know I was one of the last people to visit Carl, I guess it really should not have 

been a surprise when a couple of months after his murder I received a phone call from one 

of the detectives from Taskforce Driver, who I will refer to as Detective Aii. The initial 

contact with Detective A was very short, I was wary of who was asking me about my 

relationship with Carl Williams and how they had obtained my details, after all I didn’t 

know who was on the other end of the phone. So I got his number and said I would ring him 

back after I had made a couple of phone calls.  

I then rang Williams’ barrister who advised he had provided Detective A with my details. 

One of Williams’ closest friends had told Detective A about me and my association with 
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Williams, so Detective A wanted to speak to me. I was to become the interviewee rather 

than the interviewer. I flew to Melbourne to speak with Detective A in the presence of my 

barrister who insisted the interview be taped, with one recording for me and the other for 

Taskforce Driver. Taskforce Driver had been set up to investigate who had authorised Carl 

Williams’ murder inside Barwon Prison. I had been advised the interview would take one 

hour maximum, however that turned into four hours of constant, often repetitious questions, 

often the same question was asked in many different ways. Later I would find out this was a 

tactic used to entrap people. During this time, I was asked if I had kept any notes regarding 

my conversations with Williams.  After seeking advice from my barrister, I answered 

truthfully - yes. Detective A left the room, however on his return he formally requested my 

notes to be handed over to Taskforce Driver, either voluntarily or under a police subpoena. 

Detective A advised that if I did not agree there was a possibility that they (Victoria Police) 

would authorise a search warrant for all my research notes and have it (the search warrant) 

executed by the Queensland Police. My barrister was concerned that if a Queensland police 

officer saw my connections to Williams my house would be searched and I might face 

continued scrutiny at the hands of Queensland Police.  My barrister arranged with Taskforce 

Driver for the notes only directly associated with Williams to be handed over, and Victorian 

detectives from Taskforce Driver would fly up and collect them instead of arranging for the 

Queensland Police to do so. Because I had signed, and been granted ethical clearance with 

the expectation of  protecting  the identity of my research participants (Haggerty, 2004), I 

returned to my home state of Queensland and sought advice from the University’s ethics 

department.  

While I had been forced to make decisions previously based around ethics and access, I 

would face an even greater legal and ethical challenge following Williams’ death.   

Ethical challenges   

Ethical tension is part of the life of a researcher and university researchers must negotiate 

the requirements of the ethics committee. Starting with the submission of the research ethics 

committee’s form(s) - which often seemed to contain questions irrelevant to my research - I 

often found myself wading through what seemed to be a mountain of material.  I quickly 

learned to write responses to these questions in what Guillemin and Gillam describe as 

“ethics-committee speak” (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004, p. 265) to ensure that the committee 
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recognised that I would be a competent and  ethical researcher. Although the forms 

addressed issues such as safeguarding my respondents, there was very little mention of 

safeguarding the researcher - although I acknowledge it is impossible to foresee all 

scenarios. 

While I was aware that ethical tension was part of every researcher’s life, I was confronted 

with several major ethical dilemmas throughout this research project. But the biggest ethical 

dilemma for me was the one involving handing over my research notes to Victoria Police.  It 

was not an easy decision to make.  Haggarty (Haggerty, 2004) asserts that, “Academics 

have only rarely been asked to reveal their sources, because research is not a statutorily 

protected form of communication, researchers can be faced with difficult decisions about 

whether they are willing to go to jail rather than reveal their sources”. It was something 

which had never been discussed regarding the ethical clearance forms and something I had 

not even heard about before. I knew it could happen to journalists but not academic 

researchers. However I soon found out there are at least two cases in Canada involving 

academic researchers Rik Scarce and Russell Ogden (Simon Fraser University, no date; 

Skidmore College, no date; Haggerty, 2004).  

In just over one week I made three formal statements to Victoria Police. Now all my notes, 

details and information regarding my association with Carl Williams had been handed over 

and there were concerns about my safety. I was so concerned about my research notes that I 

had not at that time even considered any danger I may have been in, yet I was being advised 

not to deal with or discuss anything relating to my participant or my research notes with 

anyone but the police officer I had initially been contacted by - no one else. Suddenly I was 

being advised by police to be careful. I was being told my phone might be bugged so I must 

watch what I say, “you’ll have police sitting outside your home in unmarked cars for a while 

so don’t worry and don’t go anywhere without someone accompanying you”. Until this 

time, I had never thought about issues like this. No one at the university had even discussed 

this possibility, and rather naively, neither had I considered it. For several months and at the 

time of writing I still am in contact with Detective A because many of the murders 

represented in Underbelly remain unsolved.  

Research diary  
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I didn’t really appreciate how useful my research diary would prove to be until later in the 

PhD project.  It was more useful than just a means of recording notes. I could record 

emotions too. While Elias Canetti (1981) claimed having a “conversation with oneself in a 

diary can be a ‘dialogue with a cruel partner’”(cited in Altrichter and Holly, 2005, p. 24) it 

also enabled me to reflect on research strategies and the various methods I was applying as 

my research unfolded. It enabled me to keep a factual record as soon as possible after the 

event or meeting occurred.  

The following is an excerpt from my research diary:  

Date: Monday 12th July 2010 

Location: Gold Coast, Australia 

Monday 12 July 2010 seemed a bit surreal somehow. Time seemed to be passing 

by so much slower as I waited for what seemed an eternity continually checking 

my mobile phone and the front door of my house. I had a planned meeting with 

two Victorian detectives. Leading up to this meeting I had flown to Melbourne 

on Wednesday 7 July 2010 to give a statement to one of the detectives. This 

initial statement was undertaken over a three hour period where a number of 

questions were asked about my relationship with a person I had grown to know 

reasonably well. Although I had hoped this statement would be the only 

statement police would require, the detective warned me they would probably 

require any notes I had relating to our discussions which had been undertaken 

within prison walls. He also discussed with me the very real possibility of 

executing a search warrant to retrieve the notes if I decided to withhold them. 

However, on legal advice I made the decision to cooperate if that occurred.  

Later on that afternoon the detective rang to make arrangements to fly to the 

Gold Coast to collect the notes.   

I opened the door rather cautiously to be greeted by two detectives, one of which 

I had met the previous week. I handed over my notes and the detectives read 

them, asking questions as they went. I made another statement to them and then 

they left for what I thought would have been the last meeting. However, about a 

half hour later I heard from the detective I had been dealing with about an 
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additional matter contained within my notes. They returned to my home with 

more questions about the issue after I explained what I knew and then they took 

another statement. So over one week I had made three statements to police.  I 

had been one of the last people to visit Carl Williams prior to his murder in 

2010. 

Altrichter and Holly (2005) assert that by writing diary entries researchers are able to 

distance themselves and look at other, often unrecognised, facts.  For me my diary entries 

enabled connections between people, events and places to be recognised. But probably one 

of its most important roles was a private space to express the emotions and vulnerabilities I 

was unable to shut down or walk away from. When I had to deal with ethical issues such as 

handing over my notes, I didn’t know what was right for me! It was at this time I returned to 

my research diary, read everything I had written and then wrote out all the pros and cons 

about handing over my notes.  

At the time I was sharing an office with several other researchers, yet although I was unable 

to discuss these issues with them, they were aware something was wrong. I couldn’t confide 

in any of them.  The fewer people who knew about the situation the better - at least that’s 

what I thought at the time.  I have since realised that it was at the beginning of data 

collection that I became my most vulnerable. As I immersed myself in participants’ stories, 

my initial aim was to maintain distance, and when this didn’t occur I was not able to discuss 

these feelings and issues with anyone including my supervisors for fear of being judged by 

them. However, I should have made better use of supervisory meetings to debrief and asked 

for advice on how to develop skills which could have enhanced my ability to undertake data 

collection while maintaining my own wellbeing.  

In this chapter I have discussed the importance of choosing an appropriate methodological 

framework when working as a researcher - there is no one way to undertake research. By 

applying a mixed method approach I have been able to engage with a variety of respondents 

from various backgrounds, with each one bringing their own uniqueness to the project. Like 

so many of my fellow researchers, I have also faced my own challenges, emotionally and 

ethically, to bring the narrative(s) I have been told to light.  
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In Chapter Three I will discuss Setting the Scene, explaining how and why Her Honour 

Supreme Court Justice made her decision to ban Underbelly within the Victorian border, 

and some of the criticism she faced when her decision became known.  
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Chapter 3- Setting the Scene  

By combining creative elements with stories of real people, faction produces quite complex 

legal issues. As such there is a tension between the goal of ensuring that an accused person 

has a fair trial and the desire of television crime show writers to have artistic freedom when 

creating a show such as Underbelly. The primary purpose of shows such as Underbelly is to 

entertain, and by their own admission the producers of these programs have embellished the 

facts to achieve this.  So the tension for a crime focused example of faction like Underbelly 

therefore exists between the right to entertain/create and the right to a fair trial of the 

individual about whom the story is told. In terms of the accused, the court needs to be 

satisfied that the accused can present his case so that those hearing it will not be biased or 

influenced by a creative account of the factual circumstances.  The other issue concerns the 

prosecutor, who can be described as pursuing the trial of an accused person on behalf of the 

community, and the defence counsel, representing the accused person.    

Although television crime productions may not be strictly viewed as “news”, their role is 

just as important, because television programs and news allow society to reflect on itself 

(Mittell, 2004b; Hesmondhalgh, 2005). In addition, police news and television crime 

production rely on police for information and expertise. It can be argued that, due to the 

growing fascination and demand for television crime programs, audiences will be able to 

view the event long after it is no longer considered newsworthy (DeGarmo, 2010; Jewkes, 

2015). However, when the rights of fair trial and creative works collide, society turns to the 

courts to intervene by determining whose rights should prevail; the rights of the accused to a 

fair trial or the economic rights of the cultural producers of a television crime show. It is 

necessary for the judiciary to issue suppression orders for news formats and for television 

crime shows in cases where the victim and accused are before the courts, to ensure that 

jurors determine guilt or innocence on the facts presented in the courtroom only 

(Chesterman, 1999a, 1999b). 

 

The courts are charged with deciding whether harm will result to the accused if the 

producers are granted the right to air their show. More specifically with respect to 

Underbelly, Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King needed to consider whether the 

airing of the show concurrently with the trial of the accused would unduly influence the 

perceptions of the jurors empanelled in  R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) and thus 



…95… 

produce an unfair hearing for the accused.  In terms of the accused, the court needs to be 

satisfied that the accused can present his case so those hearing it will not be biased or 

influenced by a creative account of the factual circumstances.  The other issue concerns the 

prosecutor, who can be described as pursuing the trial of an accused person on behalf of the 

community, and the defence counsel, representing the accused person. The focus of this 

tension is again the right of the accused to get a fair trial, but the court in making this 

decision needs to make sure that they are not limiting the prosecutor’s ability to present the 

case fairly (Cook et al., 2000; Hostettler and Hoesttler, 2006). 

 

Judges are not the only people who are involved in ensuring that the defendant receives a 

fair trial; there is also the role of the jury to consider. Convention dictates that juries 

represent a cross section of the accuser’s peers, and while they may have had personal 

localised knowledge in the past, many of today’s jurors gain their knowledge about local 

events from the media and the social attitudes of the times. Jurors are a vital component of 

the Australian justice system, so why did Justice King believe the jurors in the Goussis trial 

and other Victorians need to be banned from viewing the Underbelly series? Ruth Costigan 

(2007), an academic with a particular interest in visual images in criminal trials, may help 

provide an answer. Costigan stated that jurors are more likely to remember visual images 

than the written word (Costigan, 2007).  This is an important statement in the case of 

Underbelly, as it is a visual representation, made for entertainment purposes, of the 

Melbourne gangland war.  

  

Such were the issues Justice Betty King faced when she had to decide whether the Channel 

Nine series Underbelly would possibly impede on the rights of Evangelous (Ange) Goussis 

to receive a fair trial. Her Honour also had to decide whether the economic rights of Channel 

Nine were of any consequence when making her decision, while simultaneously maintaining 

public confidence in the judicial system (Spigelman, 2000; Jaconelli, 2002).Therefore this 

chapter will discuss the reasoning for Her Honour Justice Betty King’s decision by drawing 

on not only  R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) but also R v Mc Neill (Regina v 

Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007). Additionally, this chapter will discuss Her Honour’s 

reasons for making her decision to ban Underbelly from being broadcast concurrently with 

the trial R v A, with reference to the support and criticism she received after making her 

decision.   
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The following two cases R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) and R v Mc Neill (Regina 

v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007) will discuss the different approaches the two 

Supreme Court judges undertook when adjudicating over very high profile murder cases. It 

raises the question of why His Honour New South Wales Supreme Court Justice Weinberg 

considered that the Norfolk Island jurors were more likely to acknowledge any potential 

bias and decide the guilt or innocence only on the evidence presented in court. Her Honour 

Victorian Supreme Court Justice King, however, in a much larger community such as 

Melbourne with a greater number of potential jurors, considers that jurors may not be able to 

decide only on the facts presented if Underbelly was broadcast concurrently with a trial? 

R v Mc Neill (Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007) 

In the Norfolk Island case of R V McNeill the jury pool was extremely limited. Under 

Norfolk Law, the Juries Act (Norfolk Island, 1903, 1905) states “under Norfolk Island law, 

12 jurors must be picked from the electoral roll”. Further to this it also “disqualifies from 

duty those of ‘unsound mind’, anyone who cannot read, write or speak English, or anyone 

convicted of an offence punishable by imprisonment for a year or more. The infirm, the 

deaf, the dumb and the blind are also exempt, as are people aged over 60, unless they choose 

otherwise”. According to court transcripts of R v A, in 2004 the electoral roll consisted of 

1300 names, however it is unknown how many would or could be excluded. 

Until the 2002 murder of Norfolk Island resident Janelle Patton, no murders had taken place 

on the island for one hundred and fifty years, and this case posed an unusual question for the 

island, one which is of interest to this discussion of fair trial. New Zealander Glen McNeill 

had been working on the island at the time of Patton’s murder but left the island sometime 

after the Patton murder. Australian Federal Police identified McNeill through the application 

of DNA technology and arrested him in New Zealand in February 2006 (R v A [2008] VSC 

73 2008). It was the right of McNeill to request a judge only trial, however he decided 

against that and opted for a jury trial. On such a small island everyone knows everyone 

therefore the jury might be considered biased towards the accused. As dictated under 

Norfolk Island law, His Honour Justice Weinberg had no choice but to empanel jurors from 

community members on the voting roll, however he did not lock up the jurors (Supreme 

Court Norfolk Island, 2007a, 2007b). His Honour did state that it may be necessary at “the 
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very end of the trial when the jury is sent out to deliberate upon its verdict the jury will be 

kept together” (Fordham 2009). 

According to respondent Sam (writer - 14.7.09) His Honour Justice Weinberg “read out 

jurors’ duties” and directed “juries to look at only the evidence”. Justice Weinberg began his 

directions to the jury by acknowledging that the jury members would know a great deal of 

information about the case and may have even read some of the media coverage. “You 

would have had to be living on another planet not to have heard or read something in 

advance”  (Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007), further adding that some jurors 

may have already made up their mind about McNeill based on their prior knowledge. 

However, His Honour stressed to the jury that McNeill was innocent until proven guilty, 

therefore if they weren’t able to look at only the facts presented as evidence, they should 

apply for jury exemption. Acknowledging that some of the jurors may feel sympathy for the 

Patton family, His Honour stated clearly to the jurors:  

The task which you as a jury must carry out requires you to decide this case fairly 

and impartially upon the evidence given during the course of the trial and not upon 

the basis of sympathy or prejudice (Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007).  

The mutually beneficial relationship between the jury and judge can be considered as 

democracy at work. His Honour Supreme Court Justice Phillip Cummins suggests: 

All judges who work with juries know how astute juries are. All judges who work 

with juries also know the integrity that juries bring to their work in the fulfilment of 

their oaths or affirmations to give a true verdict according to the evidence. Judges 

must instruct juries in the law, which instruction should be relevant, clear and spare 

(Cummins, 2010). 

In the R v McNeill trial His Honour instructed jurors that if they knew the accused or 

believed they would be unable to decide if a potential witness was telling the truth, then the 

juror should ask to be excused. And according to Sam (writer, 14.07.09) this could have 

been a possible and satisfactory outcome for all concerned with the Underbelly series and 

Goussis’ legal team.  
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Both cases R v A and R v McNeill  had to deal with extensive media coverage, both cases 

were probably discussed by potential jurors during the media coverage, yet both were 

handled by the judges in different ways. It raises the question of why His Honour believed 

jurors in a small community could acknowledge any potential bias yet set that bias aside to 

decide only on the evidence before them. Yet Her Honour in a much larger community such 

as Victoria was concerned that Underbelly had the potential to influence potential jurors. 

But Her Honour Supreme Court Justice King could not guarantee that Goussis’s jurors, who 

would decide his fate, would be able to make that decision. As a result, Her Honour decided 

that there was potential for jury bias if the jurors viewed Underbelly. Her Honour believed 

that the outcome of the trial R v A should be made on the evidence presented in the 

courtroom rather than on the television show Underbelly.   

 R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) 

The trial known as R v A was borne from A’s solicitor’s application to the Victorian 

Supreme Court to have the Underbelly series suppressed from viewing within the Victorian 

judicial borders. The intention of Channel Nine was to commence broadcasting Underbelly 

in all Australian states including Victoria at 8.30pm Wednesday 13 February 2008, 

concurrently with the commencement of the trial RvA. Rv A was the trial of A, who was 

charged with the murder of B, which was also shown in Underbelly. Justice Betty King in 

handing down her judgment stated: 

The series purports therefore to the public to be factually based. It is clear on 

viewing the program that it is to a large degree based upon fact. The conversations 

that are included in the series are not necessarily based upon fact, some are, and they 

have been discovered from transcripts or listening devices, others are of course the 

figment of the writer's imagination. That, however, may not be at all clear to the 

viewing public. As there is such a strong factual basis to the material it will be very 

difficult, in my view, for the public to be able to sift between what is factual and 

what is fictional (R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008)  2008). 

Her Honour elaborated:   
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This whole series has an unfortunate aspect to it in that it tends to corroborate the 

version that is given by “X”. The victim, “B”, is also to a large degree made very 

human by this series and shown as a grieving parent (R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 

February 2008)  2008).   

Admitting that Channel Nine had offered not to broadcast Underbelly Episode Twelve: 

“Best Laid Plans” (which showed the murder of B) in Victoria until after the trial, Her 

Honour found it to be insufficient to prevent strong prejudice flowing to A in respect of his 

forthcoming trial.  

It is my view that to have a series running on the gangland wars, which will not 

relate to the persons who are witnesses, persons who are victim or victims, and the 

persons who are alleged to be those responsible for ordering the death of the 

deceased, running at the same time as the trial, makes it impossible for a fair trial to 

be achieved for A (R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008)  2008). 

Her Honour Justice King added that The Victorian Charter of Human Rights recognised and 

enshrined the rights of the individual to a speedy and fair trial, therefore if the trial of A was 

adjourned it could be at least a year or so before the trial could be relisted and by then 

Underbelly could have viewed by not only every person in Victoria but also the rest of 

Australia (R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008)  2008). Acknowledging that the pool of 

jurors would come from Victoria Her Honour stated: 

I think it would be exceedingly difficult to erase the material they have seen in this 

series from their minds, no matter what directions the judge gave. There must be a 

recognition that directions will be followed by juries, and that may well prevent 

them from looking up the internet, searching for things. What it cannot do, in my 

view, is erase what has been put there in such graphic and compelling form. I have to 

balance the importance of a criminal trial proceeding in the fairest way that is 

possible in the circumstances, with Channel 9's interests in having this series aired. It 

is not a situation that I have to, in my view, balance the public right to know. This is 

not the reporting of an event, this is a television series made for entertainment. 

Channel 9's interests are commercial…. In my view it is far more important that the 

criminal justice process works, than that a channel make a profit. Accordingly, I am 
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going to suppress the publication of the series Underbelly in Victoria, all 13 

episodes. I further suppress in Victoria any publication on the internet of the series 

together with any publication on the internet of the part of the site that shows the 

history, the inter-relationship of the individuals between each other, the cast of 

characters and their associations (R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008)  2008). 

Her Honour Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King was not new to presiding over high 

profile criminal cases. Her Honour had presided over other trials of Melbourne’s criminal 

underworld who were also portrayed factionally in Channel Nine’s Underbelly series. To be 

fair to all parties, Justice King decided to view Underbelly before deciding what to do, and 

she ordered a meeting for the Thursday before the screening was to commence. At that stage 

neither the prosecution nor defence had seen any of the production. 

I requested that Channel 9 supply copies of the series to the court and parties - they 

refused. Said they were not in a version that was appropriate to be seen - they were 

“uncut”. Despite my continued requests they maintained they were unable to supply 

the items, but said they would try and provide episodes 1 and 2 by early next week. 

Accordingly I suggested that the Crown subpoena all of the episodes and I granted 

short service and return of that subpoena by Monday of the next week. (King, 2009) 

Her Honour Justice King received the copies of the series on Monday evening.  She later 

watched the thirteen episodes free of advertising “until all episodes had been viewed, then 

back to court and delivered an ex tempore judgment at 9.00 am” (King, 2009) the following 

morning. It had been when she had been watching Episode Five: The Good, The Bad the 

Ugly that Her Honour thought a ban would probably be considered appropriate.  

A particular thing occurred on the show. I turned to my tipstaff and said “I didn’t 

know that happened”. I figured if I was treating it as a documentary what hope a 

jury? (King, 2009). 

Her Honour added: “The contemporaneous and graphic nature of the portrayal of the central 

figures in the trial, their relationships with each other...are the issues of most concern in this 

regard” (King cited in Sandy, 2009). Having presided over some gangland cases, Justice 
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King had insider knowledge about what had been portrayed in the Underbelly series and 

commented further: 

The actual killings, in that who died, where and in what circumstances was mainly 

accurate. For those of you who have seen it take two examples – firstly the murder 

of Moran and Barbaro picking up the children from Auskick – very accurate, there 

were many witnesses to those murders, many statements were taken and a very 

accurate picture of what occurred was able to be obtained. By contrast Benjy’s 

murder of Dino Dibra where he is walking around the body of Dibra repeatedly 

shooting him and crying is from the imagination of the scriptwriters, no one else was 

there apart from Dibra and Benjy (sic) - that is dramatic licence (King, 2009). 

Respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.7.09) stated that Justice King, after viewing the 

Underbelly production, had called a meeting between Channel Nine, Screentime and legal 

representatives of all parties including Goussis in an attempt to resolve the situation. One 

proposal included allowing the television show to go ahead as scheduled throughout 

Australia including Victoria, with the proviso that Goussis’s legal team would not use (the 

screening) later as a means for appeal because of the publicity surrounding the show. This 

was something Goussis’s legal team would not guarantee because Goussis’ lawyers had a 

fiduciary obligation to act in their client’s best interest (Queensland Law Society, n.d). The 

accused in the Melbourne gangland cases could have asked for a trial by judge alone, thus 

avoiding the problems of a biased jury. But trial by jury is their right under law and why 

should people’s rights become secondary to commercial considerations (Greg, 2008). This 

resulted in Justice King banning the series from Victorian jurisdictions. Because Her 

Honour’s concern was for the fair trial process as it would relate to Goussis, her decision did 

not please everyone.  

However, it was the “artificial reality” of Underbelly that caused concern for the right of the 

accused in the case R v A [2008] VSC 73 (12 February 2008) to receive a fair trial free from 

external influences. As communication theorist Denis McQuail’s work on semiotics 

indicates, “The more there is a gap between media experience and the other ‘real-life’ 

experience, the more influence is attributed to the media” (McQuail, 1991, p. 197).  
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McQuail also stated that while information and news have the highest expectations of 

“trueness to reality” (McQuail, 1991, p. 198), what I call faction works are often viewed by 

audiences as “reflecting a particular reality of time and place” (McQuail, 1991, p. 198) 

resulting in what film and media theorist Steven Lipkin(2011) views as a “boost in...  

marketability”.  

It was necessary for Her Honour Justice King to instruct people not to view television or to 

use any other media sources in the best interests of all parties, but especially for the right of 

Goussis to a fair trial, free from external factors. Her Honour banned the screening of 

Underbelly in Victoria because she had been drawn into the world of faction television. 

Although she is only one member of the judiciary represented on the Victorian Supreme 

Court, Her Honour Justice King has gained notoriety because of the ban she placed on the 

Underbelly series. Before discussing what viewers or potential viewers think about her 

decision to ban Underbelly from being screened or viewed within the Victorian judicial 

borders, it is necessary to discuss Justice King’s background and why she felt the need to 

take this approach to a television show based on the criminal activities which had taken 

place in Melbourne’s streets.  

Her Honour Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King  

In 1975 at the age of 24, Betty King had become only the 24th woman in Victoria to become 

a criminal barrister and by 1992 she had risen to Queens Counsel (QC). King had taken on a 

number of high profile legal roles such as being prosecutor for both Victoria and the 

Commonwealth as well as heading the National Crime Authority for a record 2½ years 

(Porter, 2008). A Victorian County Court judge since 2000, Justice King was appointed to 

the Victorian Supreme Court on June 21, 2005. A day later she was handed the 

responsibility for the trials of Carl Williams and his associates. 

Judging is a profession where its main purpose is to provide service to the community, 

however it is not a profession for everyone; it requires someone with very specific qualities 

or traits. According to The Honourable Justice Clifford Einstein “Judging serves the 

community in two ways: by doing justice according to law in each case and by maintaining 

the rule of law in the community at large” (Einstein, 2004). Therefore a judge must have not 

only the legal qualifications but also four other important qualities “to hear courteously; to 



…103… 

answer wisely; to consider soberly; and to decide impartially” (Einstein, 2004). Because 

judges wield immense power within the community, no member of society wants to feel that 

the person who might someday decide their fate will be considered dishonest, lack 

credentials or be morally bankrupt. There are standards both inside and outside the 

courtroom that are designed “to maintain confidence in those expectations” (Einstein, 2004).  

Judges today often find themselves dealing with situations unheard of in years gone by. 

Today many judges throughout their professional lifetime will preside over gangland 

killings, drug confiscations and complex social issues.  They are often left to interpret 

“legislation reaction and often in a sensitive political setting” (Warren, 2006). Of course 

they will have to embrace new technologies, be it inside or outside the courtroom 

environment.  Not only do today’s judges have to deal with highly social and legal issues, 

they must also deal with a new breed of solicitors who are considered to be “ostensibly 

different, and arguably brighter and cleverer than those of the past. They are certainly 

different and in turn, have organisational expectations and practices that affect litigation 

and, inevitably, judges” (Warren, 2006).    

While Her Honour Supreme Court Justice King has never, except in once instance, spoken 

publicly about her decision, today her Honour Supreme Court Justice King is “now known 

nationally for her decision to bury the Channel Nine series Underbelly” (Razor, 2008). 

Justice King banned the series because she had concerns about the impact the series may 

have had on the trial before the courts. However it is important to reiterate that her judicial 

powers were only valid within the state of Victoria. This spotlight on her brought with it 

some unwanted attention. 

The Sunday Age devoted a complete page to me, my background, my family and my 

history as a barrister and a judge. I had refused to be interviewed and requested my 

friends not to cooperate. I had no complaint in that it was all very flattering material. 

I was not frightened or worried about the publicity, I just believed and still believe 

that it is inappropriate to focus on the judge, it should be about the victims, the 

seriousness of offences and the hopefully just and appropriate punishment that is 

ordered (King, 2009). 

Although at the time of her decision Justice King may not have been aware of the 

controversy which would surround her judgement, she would become familiar with the 
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responses to her judgement through a large number of media outlets such as Channel Nine 

and its subsidiaries. Channel Nine was not just playing a role as gatekeeper and the Fourth 

Estate, rather they were part of the creators of the problem Justice King had dealt with. 

Therefore it would have been unlikely they would have supported her banning the 

Underbelly series in Victoria.  As a direct consequence of Justice King’s judgment, Channel 

Nine had not only lost revenue but also television ratings.  

The Victorian Court of Appeal 

Channel Nine appealed the decision made by her Honour Supreme Court Justice King on 

the grounds that Justice King erred in not considering the screening of Underbelly in 

Victoria to be in the public’s right to know. However, the Supreme Court of Victoria Court 

of Appeal upheld Her Honour Justice King’s decision stating: 

The circumstances in which the prejudice to the fair trial of A arose were unusual 

indeed. As her Honour observed in the course of submissions: I am unaware of a 

television show actually airing at the same time as a criminal trial about precisely the 

same event (Warren, Vincent and Kellam, 2008).   

The Appellant Court further stated:  

This is not the reporting of an event, this is a television series made for 

entertainment. Channel 9’s interests are commercial in that they seek to air this at an 

appropriate ratings period to ensure they get good ratings. From those good ratings 

they would hope to receive good advertising revenue (Warren, Vincent and Kellam, 

2008). 

However not all of the community is pleased with the way the judicial system appears to 

review and possibly correct errors made by other judges. It is a commonly held perception 

that the Appellant Court will address any arrears of a judge’s presentation at a trial, however 

this perception is not correct because “the primary function of appellate courts is to review 

decisions of lower courts, the focus being on judicial findings, not judicial conduct” 

(Hoffman, 2009). Although judicial judgments are written up and spoken about at the time, 

very few if any judges speak further after handing down their judgement.  
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What did others think about the ban? 

Anonymous bloggers on social media such as the Herald News, Whirlpool, Media Spy and 

Channel Nine have expressed a variety of responses to Her Honour’s decision. While some 

were critical over her decision, others were critical of Channel Nine’s attempt to screen 

Underbelly concurrently with a trial, 

Justice would not be served, and guilty persons may even go free, were their counsel 

able to argue that juries’ decisions were coloured by fictionalised accounts of real 

events presently subject of criminal proceedings. I am sure that one of the questions 

that prospective jurors will be asked is whether they have viewed Underbelly. It will 

be easier to make up a panel were Underbelly not a complicating matter (Katz, 

2008). 

I reckon Betty Kings’ decision is sound and the only one she could have made, under 

the circumstances. Remember, she is dealing with a real live case, presently, and will 

be looking for unbiased jurors to proceed. Made much easier if there are enough 

people around, in Victoria, who have not seen the show  (joe2, 2008). 

Australian Queens Counsel Phillip Dunn states:   

It’s hard to imagine they didn’t see the fuss that was going to come in Victoria when 

you’ve got gangland trials still coming and you’re going to show a television show, 

quasi documentary, about gangland killings and the players...I don’t know what they 

were thinking. They must have lost their sense (Ewart, 2008). 

Respondent Rowan (Queens Counsel, 23.4.09) expressed a similar view to Dunn, agreeing 

with Justice King’s decision to Ban Underbelly in the name of fair trial: 

One is there is absolutely no way Channel 9 could have played that show with the 

upcoming trials...none...zero...right? That's a no brainer right? Normally they have 

legal advice...the legal advice must have been, "You can't do it". A publicity stunt.  

It's the only possible explanation. No lawyer would have told them they could do it. I 

mean it's a no brainer right? So that's really got nothing to do with freedom of the 



…106… 

press or anything like that...I mean you just can't do it... there must have been 

another agenda but because they talked about money in court all the time (Rowan, 

Queens Counsel, 23.04.09). 

However respondent Rowan was critical of a newspaper report which stated that Justice 

King advised the jurors it was a good show and they would enjoy it when they were allowed 

to view it. He said if she had said that “it's a fairly stupid thing to say”. Later adding: 

We are talking about is pre-event, fair trial. Now the law deals with that, I think, 

satisfactorily by leaving it to the discretion of the judge to say, "Well we've reached 

a point now where there can be a fair trial” (Rowan, Queens Counsel, 23.04.09).  

But in the case of Underbelly this is yet to occur because of ongoing trials still pending 

before the Victorian Supreme Court of people characterised in the Underbelly series. 

However, Rowan believes the legal system has a large number of protective measures built 

in to deal with issues such as pre-trial publicity: 

If your clients have had a huge amount of publicity, well then the judge might put a 

suppression order on all publicity about them for about 6 months or a year on the 

basis that it will recede from the publics’ mind. If some is very sensational, say like, 

the throwing of that child off the Westgate Bridge, well it may be that that trial will 

be delayed for a time until the judge felt that there could be a fair trial (Rowan, 

Queens Counsel, 23.04.09). 

But of course theory and practicality are often very different as Rowan explained: 

In theory, people can be so notorious they can never get a fair trial but I don't really 

think that's a practical fact. My former client, Carl Williams, is a good example of 

that… They put a suppression order in before the first trial, but also the fact of the 

first trial was suppressed so it was not allowed to be published that he was on trial 

(Rowan, Queens Counsel, 23.04.09). 

Respondent Brian (journalist/author 02.12.08) believed Channel Nine weighed up the risk 

and took a gamble:   
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It is always a risk…but a suppression order is not always automatic there’s books out 

there… there had been a large amount of publicity. I guess the problem was that they 

had begun the process when Mokbel was caught. If he’d stayed at large there 

wouldn’t have been a problem. Unfortunately…inconveniently for us…he was 

caught. So they took the odds to it and in this case didn’t come up trumps (Brian, 

journalist/author, 01.12.08). 

He further added:  

Where you have a legal argument and discussion theory going on about the media 

affecting trials, this plays into the defences’ hands and they can start to run the 

argument that there is no-one who hasn’t heard of him. It doesn’t matter if they 

haven’t heard of him…it’s whether they can discern between what’s been in a 

newspaper and what’s the evidence in front of them (Brian, journalist/author, 

01.12.08).  

As discussed earlier, it was this question that Justice King had to deal with to ensure that 

Gousiss received a fair trial - whether or not the factionalisation of the Melbourne 

underworld killings depicted in the Underbelly series would influence potential jurors and 

witnesses.  

Another respondent stated: 

if you have someone convicted at a trial you want to have it done fairly and squarely 

so that there's never any comeback to say, “well...hang on, I was only convicted 

because of this or whatever”. If you have a fair trial, if you have your day in court, 

you're now in jail because you should be so, you know. And if that meant delaying 

the telecast in Victoria, so be it (Doug, retired Victorian detective 03.12.10). 

Yet respondent Craig (retired Victorian Detective 30.4.09) disagreed “I do not believe the 

shows (drama shows) should be suppressed ...they aren’t real”. Derryn Hinch, a Victorian 

journalist, agreed with respondent Craig, “This is fiction. It is a dramatisation. Nothing 

portrayed in Underbelly could remotely be used in court” (Hinch, 2008).   
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But Hinchs’ statement would prove to be incorrect. 

 I sat in on the trial of the man convicted of Carl Williams murder, Matthew Johnson, and 

was somewhat surprised to hear the Underbelly series and the things portrayed in it, such as 

the murder of Mark Moran, used by Johnson’s defence team. Even the presiding judge, 

Justice Lex Lasry, referred to the television series during his deliberations. Prosecutor Mark 

Rochford, SC, warned the jurors about its graphic content when they were about to watch 

the CCTV footage of Williams’s murder by Johnson: ''It's real. It's not TV. It's not a movie” 

(Petrie,  2011). 

 

Yet it was the case R v A [2008] which had sparked all the publicity and the consequences 

that ultimately resulted in Underbelly’s subsequent ban within Victoria. 

In this chapter, Setting the Scene, I have discussed the complex legal issues faced by cultural 
producers when combining real people and real events which I refer to as faction. There is a 
tension between the goal of ensuring that an accused perosn receives a fair trial and the desire of 
television script writers to use artistic freedom when creating a show such as Underbelly. Therefore 
I have discussed two Australian cases, R v A and R v McNeill, both of which experienced high levels 
of publicity, yet the judges of these trials took very different approaches to ensure fair trials for the 
defendants. I turn now to Chapter Four - Underbelly: A Case Study in Cultural Production. 
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Chapter 4 - Underbelly: A Case Study in Cultural Production 

This chapter deals with the complex case study that is Underbelly, surveying the production 

from its inception to its reception, framed by the circumstances of its ban by the Victorian 

Supreme Court. As the historical survey in Chapter One makes clear, crime has been an on-

going feature of popular entertainment. There is a proliferation of novels, radio serials, 

television series, and genre film sites where readers and audiences can engage imaginatively 

with transgressions and transgressors against the law and social mores, and with those 

professionals and amateurs who discover, deter and punish wrong-doers. Crime as a theme 

is something that allows viewers to voyeuristically look inside the lives of people who live 

outside the social norms of everyday society. Melbournians were frequently subjected to the 

real events of the gangland war which were widely reported in various newspapers, 

broadcast on television, radio and the internet, and where viewers were confronted with 

gruesome images of victims. Capitalising on the popularity of such news stories were 

numerous books such as Big Shots (Shand, 2007a),  Leadbelly (Silvester and Rule, 2004) 

and Underbelly (Silvester and Rule, 2008) still in print at the time of Underbelly’s broadcast 

and available to Victorians even when the television series was banned. The news items and 

books informed the public about the controversial lives of those who chose to live outside 

societal norms.  Yet these books were not censored or withdrawn from circulation before, 

during or even after any of the gangland murder trials, unlike the Underbelly television 

series. This chapter looks at how the effects that made the series controversial were 

produced by its creative personnel - and the view of these cultural producers on the impact 

of the series. Finally, this chapter will consider the reception of the series more generally, 

both as an example of crime focused entertainment and as a text whose factional character 

and broadcast contexts caused it to be banned in Victoria by the state’s Supreme Court.  

The plan to broadcast Underbelly in Australia concurrently with the trial R v A [2008] VSC 

73 (12 February 2008) created a unique situation. This trial would be the catalyst which 

stopped Victorians legally watching Underbelly. While many Australians initially thought 

the show was banned from screening in the Victorian jurisdiction because of Tony Mokbel 

(who was a player in the amphetamine trade and fled to Greece, later arrested in Greece, 

extradited back to Australia and currently serving time in Barwon Prison) or Carl Williams, 

both key figures in the Melbourne underworld, it was actually the case R v A [2008] VSC 73 

(12 February 2008) that was an issue for the judicial system and the fair trial process.  
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The trial known as R v A was in relation to the murder of Lewis Moran by another, known 

initially as A, who would later be identified as Evangelos ‘Ange’ Goussis. Channel Nine had 

highly publicised the upcoming Underbelly series and Goussis’s solicitor petitioned the 

Victorian Supreme Court to prevent it being screened because he believed the broadcast of 

Underbelly would interfere with his client’s right to a fair trial, free from external 

influences.  Based around the Melbourne gangland war of the mid 1990’s until the mid-

2000’s the series covered amongst other things events of Lewis Moran’s murder, therefore 

there was potential for Underbelly to influence or contaminate the Victorian jury’s decision 

making process.     

 Bourdieu also suggests that television can have a sizable impact on society (Bourdieu, 

1998, pp. 18-22), something which Her Honour Supreme Court Justice King believed she 

had to consider when making her judgement on Underbelly. Imagining the process of the 

trial if the series were not banned, she reflects that: 

Had a jury been empanelled the trial would have commenced with 

the prosecution case effectively being supported every Wednesday 

evening by the weekly docu-drama. The fact that the deceased, his 

family and the alleged “employers” of X are depicted so graphically 

in the series would render it difficult for any juror to separate fact 

from fiction. Certainly what was seen on television by any juror 

would contemporaneously put colour and drama into the evidence 

being led by the prosecution (King, 2008) 

 

But the problem is not just in its effect on the jurors’ perceptions, but also that it would 

greatly complicate the trial by introducing a mass of inadmissible material about B, D and F 

and their relationships with each other and others. 

Interestingly, Justice King also notes the way that police are portrayed, the potential 

deleterious effect of its conventional, generic tendency to favour and empower the police, as 

she observes that the police who were involved in the investigation of the “gangland 

killings” are portrayed as being heroic figures in the series.  The effect of the television 

series is to enhance their integrity and professionalism, potentially affecting the impact of 

their evidence at trial. Perhaps  most problematically, the alleged victim of A is given a 
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human face in the television series (Supreme Court of Victoria, Victorian Supreme Court of 

Appeal and Supreme Court of Victoria, 2008).   

Underbelly aired on Channel Nine at 8.30pm -10.30pm on Wednesday 12th February 2008 

in all Australia states except Victoria. While some individuals tore apart the reasoning 

behind King’s decision - blogging their outrage online - other community members realised 

she was putting the rights of the accused before the profits of Channel Nine. 

The case highlights the different status of televisual entertainment as being at both more 

appealing to audiences and more vulnerable to censorship, because as far as the books are 

concerned, neither the Supreme Court nor the Court of Appeal considered removing these 

from sale. This may have been because most had been in print for some time and so were 

already circulating in the public sphere. Both respondents Mark (author/journalist, 02.12.08) 

and Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) agreed, even considering that the banning of these 

books would have been problematic for not only the judiciary but the stores who had 

already purchased them to sell. Mark (author/journalist, 02.12.08) also suggested it would 

be “philosophically bad” to start banning books adding “where would it stop, newspapers 

next?”  

 

In January 2008 the book Underbelly went on sale and by the end of February it was in its 

third print with respondent Mark (author/journalist, 02.12.08) confirming each one of the 

three prints had quite distinct changes, such as various names being withheld, usually for 

legal reasons, “they might have been back in jail or something else… it was a complicated 

time keeping on the ball about what was going on in the underworld”. 

From book to screen, issues of adaptation  

Both Leadbelly and Underbelly: The Gangland War were written through “the lenses” of 

two Melbourne journalists, John Silvester and Andrew Rule. They based the books on their 

journalistic experiences of the Melbourne underworld during the 1990’s to 2000’s, but only 

Leadbelly claimed to be the “true inside story of an Underworld War” (Silvester and Rule, 

2004) while Underbelly: The Gangland War claimed to be the “book behind the hard-hitting 

TV drama” (Silvester and Rule, 2008).  After the publication of Leadbelly some of the 

criminals mentioned had been jailed, some had absconded and some had died. Underbelly: 
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The Gangland War was written as a companion book for the upcoming series Underbelly 

and changes within the underworld were updated to maintain the realism that Underbelly the 

television series intended to portray56.  

Bourdieu (1998) suggests that by sensationalising news events, audiences are enticed to read 

further, while sensationalising real events for television will entice audience engagement.  

Respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) asserts that society is always fascinated by 

contemporary issues and this “fascination of all things contemporary drove the making of 

Underbelly, it was the issue of ensuring a fair trial that prevented its screening.” Channel 

Nine hoped that Underbelly would produce a ratings windfall in 2008 after a dismal 2007 

television ratings year. “Executives knew sex, guns and death on TV - with the real-life 

criminals’ trials appearing on the nightly news - would bring to Nine the excitement and 

positive buzz the network had lacked after two limp years. It was a chance to get on the 

front page” (Sharp et al., 2008). Respondent Daniel (scriptwriter, 26.04.09) stated that 

commercial networks such as Channel Nine knew that Australian television programs with 

Australian content “if done right” will almost guarantee an audience winner and although it 

(the production) might cost “500 thousand dollars an episode to make...they make a million 

dollars a week ... in advertising.” 

 By taking audiences “into a situation where image and reality can no longer be 

distinguished” (van Krieken, Smith and Davies, 1998) i.e. a constructed reality, both 

Screentime and Channel Nine were hopeful that Underbelly  would not only ensure 

audience ratings but also ensure advertising dollars for the station. While the books on 

which Underbelly was based were being updated regularly, at each reprint the contentious 

issue for Supreme Court Justice King and the Victorian judiciary was that once Underbelly 

was screened, the visual imagery would become the social reality, albeit a partial one, for 

the public - some of whom may be called up for jury service at the trial of Goussis.  

The producers at Screentime were not new to television production and were aware of how 

powerful television is and the possibility of a number of challenges along the way. 

Screentime producers were weaving a narrative based on real events, real people (some 

dead, some alive) while some of the real characters such as Evangelos (Ange) Goussis were 

                                                           

56 As with all the other books written by Silvester and Rule for Screentime Underbelly productions. 
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still being processed through the Victorian judicial system. Yet they (Screentime) continued 

to adapt the book to a screenplay, weaving it together often by dramatising reality.  Goussis 

was already serving time for the murder of Lewis Caine (2004) “so no one saw it coming”, 

respondent Mark (author/journalist 02.12.08) admitted, although there had been discussions 

around Goussis, Carl Williams and Tony Mokbel. Although Williams’ and Mokbel’s 

solicitors expressed concern about the Underbelly representations of their clients, the only 

one who could be affected was Goussis, whose trial was to commence in the Victorian 

Supreme Court at the intended screening time of Underbelly in 2008.  

John Silvester, the son of a Melbourne cop, stated that journalists had to be careful writing 

true crime stories because people found the subject both fascinating and salacious.  For all 

that the books were overlooked by the ban, they were significant source materials for the 

series. Screentime (2006) acquired television rights to Silvester and Rule's Leadbelly and 

Underbelly books. The journalists agreed to provide material for the script in exchange for a 

share of the profits and a valuable “in association credit”, enabling them to promote book 

sales off the series. The partnership between Screentime and Silvester and Rule also 

extended to Screentime scriptwriters being introduced to the journalists’ “trusted cop 

sources” (Le Grand, 2013).  This agreement was expanded in 2011with Screentime having 

the first option of all organised crime and gangland material written by Silvester and Rule 

and, as a result of this agreement, Silvester and Rule secured the rights to have the first 

option to publish books based on any future Underbelly productions. At the time of writing, 

the partnership of Screentime, Silvester and Rule has resulted in a collaboration of six 

Underbelly television series, three Underbelly tele movies and 12 Underbelly books. 

Although Screentime, established in 1996 by Bob Campbell and Des Monaghan, operates 

with a small core staff for much of the time, when a project “begins to take shape” staff are 

employed during the preproduction phase to oversee issues such as finance, budget and 

planning. Screentime producer Peter Lister stated that Underbelly may not have occurred at 

all if Eddie McGuire hadn’t been the CEO of Channel Nine. 

It has to be the right idea at the right time and the right price. The network can share 

your enthusiasm but not have the budget or a place in the schedule…. It requires a 

set of fortuitous circumstances to get a show on television, and then a good deal of 

luck to get a hit (cited in Davies, 2008).   
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The financing of any production for a television show such as Underbelly always includes a 

preliminary budget which will be continually reworked and revised until the precise 

outcome is known, which actually only occurs at the conclusion of the production (Ellis, 

2004). Although Channel Nine had historically supported locally made crime productions, 

in 2006 the decision was made by McGuire to fund the Underbelly production 

“approximately $15 million in production costs” (Gregg and Wilson, 2010, p. 428). 

 Screentime and McGuire both expressed interest in this chapter of Melbourne history, at the 

same time deciding that the real events and people would supply an interesting story line for 

a television production. And although McGuire would resign from his CEO position at 

Channel Nine before Underbelly screened, negotiations with Screentime had been 

completed prior to his resignation, thus ensuring that the production would be undertaken 

and completed (Ellis, 2004). Respondent Daniel (screenwriter, 11.06.09) stated “commercial 

networks are more likely to fund something commercial networks consider to be both a 

blockbuster and a masterpiece,” yet often the commercial networks have limited input in the 

actual making of the production. Negotiations with Channel Nine meant that Peter Gawler 

(producer and screenwriter) advised Channel Nine of his vision for Underbelly: 

We can do this two ways; we can pull the teeth out of this drama and do this safe - a 

broad commercial drama for a mainstream audience - or we can do this the way we 

think it should be done and reflect reality, which means language, sex, violence 

(cited in Desiatnik, 2010).  

By adding “language, sex, violence” Screentime openly added salaciousness to the narrative 

as a means of securing audiences.  

You’ve got production and producers who want the program put together quickly as 

possible and the pressure upon the people creating the programme...they urge them 

to cut corners, they urge them to use different combinations of things together so that 

they automatically blend to another scene and so on ... but when in doubt sex and 

violence always bridges scenes (Daniel screenwriter, 11.06.09). 

Peter Gawler, one of Underbelly’s screenwriters, admitted that he had been advised to omit 

pubic hair from scenes but had sent a reply explaining, “there will be male nudity and 
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female nudity” (cited in McWhirter, 2009). However this resulted in some criticism of the 

finished Underbelly57 production, with questions about scriptwriters using sex as a means to 

engage audiences in what should be a dramatized version of the Melbourne underworld 

events  (McWhirter, 2009b). Nonetheless, as stated previously, sex and violence is a 

commonplace method for bridging scenes together.  

Screenwriter Felicity Packard states that real events are more complicated to work with and 

adapt than fiction because:  

Real life is so crazy. Real life is so disorganised and it does not fit 

neatly into a three act structure because, generally for drama, we like 

a beginning, middle and an end in that order. Real life just isn’t like 

that. I have really enjoyed and tried to rise to the challenge of taking 

real events and, without betraying the history of them, turning them 

into something that is an accessible piece of drama (cited in 

Baldwin, 2015). 

 

Packard explains further: 

Things happen without reason; people come in out of left field. Things are never 

resolved. There were instances where a fact happens, somebody was found dead, but 

there are disputed scenarios about how that came about. So we had to negotiate our 

way through all that (cited in Sim, 2012).  

Channel Nine’s head of drama, Jo Horsburgh, clarified that Underbelly was considered in 

2006 for production when many people knew some of the culture and history of the 

Melbourne underworld, but at the same time they didn’t understand why that culture existed 

or why those who were part of that culture couldn’t or wouldn’t walk away from it. 

Horsburgh rationalised, “For many of these people, it was simply a way of life and many of 

                                                           
57 McWhirter (2009) reported that Joe Lopez, the Australian Family Association representative, expressed 
concerns about the amount of sex in the 8.30 pm time slot. Lopex is quoted as saying, “There’s no excuse at 
any time to show excessive pornography or violence like they do in Underbelly. They are trying to put a 
dramatic representation of how crime was in relation to the illicit drug trade in that time by glamourising it 
with sex. If you are trying to show that illicit drugs are a driver for criminality, why lump the whole thing with 
pornography? This isn’t soft porn, it’s pornography” (cited in McWhirter, 2009b). 
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them were trapped” (cited in Bishop, 2008).  But Horsburgh identified in the very early 

stages of production that the ending was far from clear; no one knew where the story was 

headed - or which characters would survive (cited in Bishop, 2008). And if there were no 

witnesses to an event, scriptwriters were able to improvise. Adding that it was “an enormous 

challenge to make a 'dark' series palatable for primetime commercial audiences while 

staying true to the nature of the material” and “it was difficult to see how it could be turned 

into a series because there are no regular and continuous characters” (cited in Bishop, 2008).  

Eventually there would be regular characters such as the Williams and the Morans to ensure 

continuing audience engagement (Mittell, 2001, 2004b; Creeber, Miller and Tulloch, 2008).  

The script writers were adapting material not written by them, and were aware of some of 

the legal issues they would encounter when characterising real people for Underbelly. They 

were also aware that changes to any of the court schedules were a possibility, yet were 

surprised when respondent Mark (author/journalist, 02.12.08) told them that the Goussis 

trial had been scheduled for 31 March 2008, which would result in an overlap with 

Underbelly which was due to commence screening on 13 February 2008 (Butcher, 2008b; 

Power, 2008; Turnbull, 2008). Respondent Sam (writer, 14.07.09) commented that it was a 

surprise because:  

No one saw (it) coming.  He was already serving time in jail for murder and as far as 

we knew the murder trial of Lewis Moran was not even due to be scheduled in the 

near future or (on the advice they had been given) due to appear for the murder of 

Lewis Moran for quite some time. We were also constantly in contact with legal 

professionals and were careful when including characterisation based on Williams 

and Mokbel (Sam, writer, 14.07.09).  

No longer bound by issues of fair trial, Screentime were able to make script changes to 

Williams’ character. Nevertheless, Screentime were still constrained by the Mokbel 

character, which became more problematic after Mokbel fled Australia when he was on bail. 

Scriptwriters still had to be mindful when writing about Mokbel:  

Always in the back of the minds of the production team were issues such as what 

will happen with Mokbel, what if he is found and returned to Australia? … The team 
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were aware murder charges against Mokbel might delay the screening of the 

Underbelly series one until after any trial (Sam, writer, 14.07.09).  

The first draft of the Underbelly script was explicit about the way Mokbel was represented. 

For example, the first draft had Williams and Mokbel standing outside a fish and chip shop 

with an unnamed person, discussing a murder and how much it was worth.  However,  

Screentime knew this representation would require alterations or even require scenes to be 

deleted if Mokbel was located by the Victorian police and extradited back to Australia. 

Once Mokbel was located in Greece and awaited extradition to Australia, this scene never 

made it through to the second draft, although respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) 

admitted they sought legal advice and were still were careful in their representation of 

Mokbel. 

In Episode 10 [Underbelly: Scratched], in the death of Michael Marshall, filming 

was done in such a way (with legal advice). We had to stay outside… to walk a 

middle line and avoid contempt of court. (Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09) 

As a result, the episode Scratched commenced with Mokbel and Danielle McGuire having 

coffee. In the Underbelly version Mokbel did not mention wanting the murder (Marshall) to 

happen, nor did he mention money. Instead, the episode shows a meeting between Mokbel, 

Carl Williams and associates discussing the Thompson murder and why it may have 

occurred. In another scene - following on from the meeting - Carl Williams states that he 

authorised Thompson’s murder but didn’t know Thompson was friends with Mokbel.  This 

resulted in the murder of Marshall58.  

The reality of Marshall’s murder was quite different. Mokbel, believing that Michael 

Marshall  murdered  Willy Thompson over a drug debt, offered The Running Man and Carl 

Williams “$300,000 to kill Michael Marshall as payback, and he passed them a piece of 

paper with an address on it and told them that Marshall drove a white Hilux” (Taylor, 2007). 

                                                           
58When Mokbel reads the paper and discovers that a friend of his, Willie Thompson, has been murdered, he then makes a phone call 
saying “(if you) hear anything let me know.” This is followed by another scene with Mokbel, Carl Williams, Running Man and Mr T sitting 
in a chicken shop discussing the Thompson murder and who might be responsible. Mokbel names Michal Marshall as the possible 
murderer because he owed Thompson “a shit load of money.”  The remaining episode focuses on Carl Williams, Running Man and Mr T 
setting up and carrying out the murder of Marshall. 
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However, as shown in Episode 10 [Underbelly: Scratched],  Carl Williams was keen to get 

the job done quickly to avoid Mokbel changing his focus away from Marshall and  “take the 

heat off him, as it were, for this other murder of Willy Thompson” (Taylor 2007). In 2007 

Carl Williams was found guilty of the murder of Michael Marshall after the Running Man 

and Mr T became police informants.  

Mokbel’s and Williams’ issues changed the course of writing when respondent Mark 

(author/journalist 02.12.08) heard that the Goussis trial was to commence on 31 March 

2008. As discussed previously, Screentime and Channel Nine sought to negotiate with 

Victorian Supreme Court Justice Betty King59. They (Screentime and Channel Nine) also 

clarified for Her Honour that there was: 

No direct reference to Goussis and what was occurring (murder of Lewis Moran) but 

the trouble was the motive was part of the gangland war and Underbelly which is 

mostly based on fact with fiction making it a dramatised piece requires a motive  

(respondent Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09).  

While there was no mention of the name Goussis or his nickname ‘Yang’, he is identifiable 

through a distinctive tattoo (Ying and Yang) which first appeared in Episode 12, 

[Underbelly: Best Laid Plans] and would later be identified by Purana Task Force in the 

same episode by (representation) Detective Sergeant Gary Butterworth as the tattoo on the 

shooter of Lewis Moran.  Respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) asserted “the facts and 

events were changed. We knew we were producing a drama not a documentary.”  At the 

same time respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) added that:  

Any intelligent juror had read about it (the Melbourne gangland war). Although I 

have never served on a jury I think it is one thing to discuss a hunch in a pub, 

another to listen to days and days of evidence and concentrate on only what you 

hear. (Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09) 

While there was support from potential viewers, often through social media, Screentime and 

Channel Nine faced criticism from others, i.e. legal professionals, and other scriptwriters. 

                                                           

59 Her Honour Supreme Court Justice Betty King would preside over the trial of Goussis 
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Screentime and Channel Nine’s legal team were considered to be egotistical in their 

approach to Underbelly. “Nine knew the risks of producing Underbelly and barrelled ahead. 

I think they've just gone in (to the legal issues) with … bravado and been shot down” (Sharp 

et al., 2008).  

Legal professionals were not surprised at Supreme Court Justice Betty King’s decision, with 

Queens Counsel Philip Dunn stating: 

It’s hard to imagine they didn’t see the fuss that was going to come in Victoria when 

you’ve got gangland trials still coming and you’re going to show a television show, 

quasi documentary about gangland killers and the players… They must have lost 

their senses  (Ewart, 2008).    

Respondent Brent (media academic, solicitor 01.09.09) agreed stating that, “The program is 

so close to what is alleged to have gone on. It's about blurring the characters in the program, 

as I understand it they have the same surnames they do in real life.” Her Honour Supreme 

Court Justice King acknowledged  that while Underbelly was “compelling television” 

(Sharp et al., 2008) it was crafted to be as real as possible, therein lay the problem.   

In spite of this, respondent Sam (screenwriter, 12.12.08) expressed doubts about the visual 

impact the television series would have on any potential jurors in the Goussis trial. While he 

expressed “some sympathy” for any potential jurors, he doubted that they would be more 

likely to convict if they had seen Underbelly because he doubted the visual impact of the 

show would be any different to the written word, photographic images or the televised 

footage from the real underworld war. “It was coverage of the real events in news and 

courts, therefore making it a current issue that contributed to its (Underbelly) success” 

adding that the public “had seen footage and read many articles about it, especially those 

who have lived in Melbourne.”  Respondent Sam also stated these images had been around 

for about a decade: 

 Any intelligent juror had read about it, therefore didn’t have to know about it. There 

are two versions, one factual account and one dramatised account and both are very 

important and valid. Underbelly was based mostly on fact with fiction making it a 

dramatised piece of work (Sam, screenwriter 14.07.09).  
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On the contrary, respondent Daniel (scriptwriter, 11.06.09) disagreed on the matter of how 

well-informed the public was and thus how well-equipped the audience of Underbelly was 

to distinguish between, and successfully negotiate, the relationship between fact and fiction: 

The audience’s expectation of what they are going to see is a fair and accurate 

version of those events but if you’re maintaining that this is true and you’re 

expecting the audience to follow it generally then you should make it clear... that 

your intentions are to represent those events a certain way exactly as you can...my 

objection is that if you don’t do that then you’re exploiting the audience who have 

no way of knowing mainly whether those events are true or not....so they just accept 

it then it becomes a problem (Daniel, scriptwriter 11.06.09).   

Respondent Daniel also explained that the notion of  “exploiting the audience” points not 

just to the excitement generated by reality-based drama, but also to its power to influence, 

which, for respondent Daniel like Her Honour Justice King, is more marked in audio-visual 

than in written representations, thanks to what it summarises as their believability.  

There’s an implication with particularly literature and printed material, there’s an           

implication where you can say, this is the opinion of the writer... and because audio 

visual works on television are collaborative at the same time the traditions that we’re 

using are very, very powerful it appears that...it’s got believability about it.  (Daniel, 

scriptwriter 11.06.09).   

It is this “believability” that respondent Daniel is most concerned about. “I would say that 

there’s a very powerful case that they would hold an audio visual work, just because it’s 

natural information on behalf of people and say... well it looks true…. That’s what makes it 

prejudicial” (Daniel, scriptwriter 11.06.09). In referring to “natural information”, Daniel 

emphasises the persuasiveness of audio-visual media, perhaps even its ability to bypass 

critical faculties with its impression of reality that seems unmediated even though it is 

clearly a media production. This is what gives even fictional entertainment its ability to 

influence audiences - and makes factional entertainments like Underbelly into a source of 

controversy.  

The writing of faction: fiction, fact, and the scriptwriting process 
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Howard Saul Becker suggests that all artistic work involves cooperation of various 

individuals resulting in an art work coming into being, “The artist thus works in the centre 

of a network of creating people, all of whose work is essential to the final outcome. 

Wherever he depends on others, a cooperative link exists” (Becker, 1992 p25). Although the 

impression of reality produced by Underbelly may have appeared simplistic, it was the 

result of a complex collaborative production process that involved a large number of skilled 

professionals, including scriptwriters.  

Unlike film scriptwriting, which usually consists of three acts, for an hour television show 

there are usually five acts consisting of seven beats (David, 2009; Lam, 2011; Miyamoto, 

2016). Michael  Z Newman (2006) suggests these dramatic beats are used to build scenes, 

scenes are used to build acts which are used to build episodes.  

This aesthetic format - five acts with seven beats in each - is necessitated by the commercial 

imperative underlying network television: the rapid succession of beats keeps the audience 

sufficiently interested in the show to sit through the commercial breaks, which in turn 

pleases the advertisers whose money is partially used to fund the show (Lam, 2011, p. 64) 

Not surprisingly, Howard Davis and Richard Scase indicate that for television, a highly 

structured storyline develops on the “basis of time schedules and deadlines” having to be 

sequenced in order to coordinate all the skill and talent required to produce the final product 

(Davis and Scase, 2000, p. 115-116).  Anita Lam (2011), Marianne Colbran (2011; 2014) 

and Georgina Born (2005) all agree that despite the importance of scriptwriters, not only in 

crime drama but right across the genre, there is little or no training for scriptwriters, yet the 

knowledge and practices appear to be consistent whether in Canada, Britain or Australia. In 

fact, Bogdan Czaja states: 

Someone who has never had anything to do with writing a TV script 

would not normally start by writing a script from scratch. It is better 

to learn through adapting. It gives us a chance to see whether that 

person can actually write and whether they have some good ideas. 

Moreover, that person can learn the mechanisms and structures that 

govern writing for TV, such as the structure of a series, action twists 



…122… 

characteristic for a given genre. Those are the things you have to 

learn (Czaja 2013, p.77).   

 

Lam (2011) suggests that the transfer of knowledge and practices for scriptwriters occurs 

because many of them work with overseas productions, they also consume productions from 

a large body of work. Lastly there is a need for universal stories or themes which audiences 

prefer and that they can relate to, regardless of where they live. While writers want to get the 

facts right, they are very much aware that at some point that the storytelling will have to 

take over to create a great narrative.  

The scriptwriters for the Underbelly series were able to access many of the police material, 

such as police transcripts, and many of the past and current Victorian police officers were 

able to act as police consultants as a means to add authenticity to the program. But not 

everything was available, for example no one was there to actually see or record some of the 

family interactions. Therefore the writers had to add drama through dialogue and imagery to 

help create memories for those who had little or no knowledge of the actual events which 

had occurred, or even the people who would be portrayed (Paget, 1998, 2007).  But while 

respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) believed that the Underbelly screenwriters were as 

accurate as possible, respondent Daniel (scriptwriter, 26.09.09) expressed concerns about 

just how much was fact and how much was fiction. “Remember they (the audience) don’t 

know. It could be 20% based on fact... could be 90% based on fact” (Daniel, scriptwriter, 

26.09.09). In this respect, Underbelly’s scriptwriters appear to be in agreement with the 

Victorian Supreme Court: 

It cannot reasonably be expected that a dramatised version of events 

will not seep into the public consciousness, and from there the belief 

may form in a person's mind that the series is a true account of 

events. It may be an irony at Channel Nine's expense that the quality 

of the drama played a part in its suppression; that is, because it 

seems so real, it must be real (Supreme Court of Victoria, Victorian 

Supreme Court of Appeal and Supreme Court of Victoria, 2008).  

 

Scriptwriter Daniel (26.09.09) acknowledges the way that truth functions as a selling point, 

observing that: 
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Television program makers say they’ve got a true story that what 

they are telling is a true story, when in fact what they’ve done is 

copied and covered whatever they think is dramatically acceptable at 

the time (Daniel, scriptwriter, 26.09.09). 

 

As a consequence, the burden of judgement as to what is true and what isn’t is put on the 

audience: “I think if I was a member of the audience … watching that programme I’d be in 

the process of trying to judge whether things are solid and accurate or dramatically 

entertaining or whether it was both” (Daniel, scriptwriter, 26.09.09). For Daniel, it is an 

exploitative relationship between the producers and consumers of this type of entertainment: 

“Instead they’re deceiving the audience… and I think that’s part of the problem the 

exploitation of the audience. Because you’re exploiting the audiences’ expectation of what 

they are going to see, is a fair and accurate version of those events” (Daniel, scriptwriter, 

26.09.09). He notes in particular the power of characterisation and the sort of identification 

that audiences have with characters as part of their pleasure in crime fiction, noting that the 

audience likes to sympathise with one character. Taking the view that it is the network’s 

responsibility to inform the viewers as to the truth or fiction of its entertainment, he asserts 

that if you’re maintaining that this is true and you’re expecting the audience to follow a 

show as generally drama, then you should make it clear that your intentions are to represent 

those events a certain way exactly as you can.  As he states, “My objection is that if you 

don’t do that then you’re exploiting the audience who have no way of knowing mainly 

whether those events are true or not....so they just accept it!” (Daniel, scriptwriter, 26.09.09) 

At the time of writing only six episodes of Underbelly had been shown in Victoria legally, 

however it was available for download on the internet and pirated copies could be purchased 

within Victoria.   

Respondent Sam saw Underbelly as a timeless and universal project:  

It's a story about ambition, revenge, ego, fear, avarice, greed, all of the major sins, 

compressed into seven or eight years where there is a body of society which has 

become cancerous, and it's about how that cancer was stopped (Sam, screenwriter, 

14.07.09). 
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Such thematic concerns are the common stuff of crime fiction and point to the way that real 

people and events are transformed into screen drama. But at the same time that scriptwriters 

were concerned with drama, entertainment, and sparking strong feelings in the audience, 

they were also concerned with the truth of their fiction, as became clear when Sam 

acknowledged it is a “challenge” when real people and families are being portrayed: 

Where you are being true to the people you're depicting and also meeting 

broadcasters' requirements for entertaining drama…There's a constant tension 

between needing to structure an episode so that a viewer finds it a satisfying hour of 

drama and yet the people you are depicting will say, “That's pretty accurate.”  They'll 

never be able to say, “That’s absolutely spot-on”, because real life is not all that 

dramatic. So you've got to find ways to condense some things, where you're true to 

who that person is, but not necessarily to what they specifically did to get from A to 

B. How do you reconstruct a conversation between two brothers who have since 

died, or depict what happened at the scene of a shooting that had no witnesses? 

(Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09) 

The good and evil scenario helps reinforce the social norms through “heroization and 

vilification” (Sparks, 1992, p.130).  For writers it requires them to write about the private 

and public spheres of the lives they are portraying on screen. This can be difficult for writers 

because, as both respondents Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) and Daniel (screenwriter, 

11.09.09) stated, at no point are they (the writers) actually inside a bedroom, around a 

dinner table or at family gathering.  The closest they will get is to access the situations via 

police transcripts.  The script is written from a outsiders perspective while attempting to be 

inside the situation, for example in Underbelly [Episode 11: Barbarians at the Gate] 

Condello and Lewis Moran are discussing Gatto bringing Veniamin in (to the fold) and how 

Veniamin has become “Williams’ attack dog” (Haddrick and Pam, 2007).    

 

Senior Drama Producer at Screentime, Peter Gawler (2010) stated: 

True events rarely fit in with the way structured drama is written because it breaks 

all the rules…When you think about the material you’ve got, the first thing you think 

is this is impossible. But then you a way to tell a story true to the spirit of what 

actually happened - and of course it has to be entertaining (cited in Desiatnik, 2010).   
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Respondent Roger (screenwriter/producer, 24.07.09) quantified this when he said, 

“Sometimes we’ve had to fill gaps in information … make that up, sometimes we’ve joined 

a couple of characters into one character just for dramatic purposes, production purposes.”  

Respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) agreed. “We have bent reality in a few places... 

But we tried to be, and I think we succeeded, behaviourally accurate at points where we 

haven't been factually accurate”. Underbelly [Episode 4: Cocksure] shows Roberta and Carl 

Williams together and when pressed by Williams, Roberta rings her husband Dean 

Stephens. She tells Stephens she and Williams are together and she wants a divorce. The 

reality was that Roberta and Dean Stephens were already divorced when Williams and 

Roberta got together.  Respondent Sam also admitted, “We had to tread lightly around many 

issues and at times make innuendoes or suggestions rather than direct claims about an 

incident … after all we weren’t there … no one was” (Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09).  

Underbelly [Episode 3: I Still Pray] shows Tracey Seymour’s murder. Seymour gave 

evidence against her former husband, Sid, who was convicted of the murder of two men 

while under the influence of three litres of beer and a handful of amphetamines. Viewers do 

not see her murder, they only see image and sounds, however the implication is made for the 

audience60.  

Some critics have considered that scriptwriters went too far in creating crime-based 

entertainment for the marketplace, as evident when Underbelly scriptwriters were criticised 

for glamorising the criminal lifestyle. However respondent Sam (scriptwriter 12.12.08) 

stated they never wrote the screenplay to focus on the flashy lifestyle. 

“(The) police say they (the criminals) are not nice people, we show they are not nice 

people… we showed them as brutal. They (the crims) get to do whatever they like.  

That may be part of the surface attraction. Why we (society) are fascinated by them” 

(Sam, scriptwriter, 12.12.08).  

                                                           

60 In one scene you see Jason Moran shaking hands with Sid’s boss, a biker named Gus Brown, then Brown riding down a highway as if on 
the way to murder Seymour. Detective James is alerted to the meeting and moves Seymour to a safer location, just before a biker rides 
along the road next to where Seymour is staying. After the trial of her former husband Seymour makes a decision to move back to her 
home town of Bairnsdale with her son Tom. During the night someone enters the house and through their eyes viewers are led towards 
the bedroom where Seymour and her son are sleeping in the same bed. Seymour is shot in the side of her head while her son is lying 
beside her. Viewers do not see the murder, they only hear the gun shots, no one sees the shooter, however the innuendo is that the 
biker Gus Brown has either done it himself or had another fellow bike club member to do it because Seymour gave evidence against her 
former husband and father of her son. 
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It may be that people are glimpsing a world where people are able to shed the shackles of 

everyday life, someplace where they can share an experience in representation which could 

be painful or terrifying in reality (Mirzoeff, 1999, pp. 10–21).  For the writers, there was 

never a conscious attempt to glorify criminal lifestyles, it’s just as “Silvester and Rule said, 

if they were out having good time they would keep going regardless of wives, girlfriends 

etc. We attempted to add humour and violent scenes to reinforce we were not making a 

documentary merely a dramatised work” said respondent Daniel (screenwriter, 26.06.09). 

And of course there was additional pressure to “make a commercially acceptable piece of 

telly,” (Daniel, screenwriter, 26.06.09).  Roger (screenwriter/producer ,24.07.09) explained 

further:  

The emphasis now is on, rather than supporting, individual projects, the emphasis is 

now on businesses.  Writers, producers, directors all value business, and the 

government supports those businesses and says well, you go out to the market and 

you determine what will work for our market. What you think will work to the place 

rather than us making decisions, you know about what they think will work in the 

market place. (Roger, screenwriter/producer, 24.07.09)  

As the commentary from scriptwriters makes clear, they came to the task of translating 

events to screen with varied perspectives on the nature of that task, the nature of drama, its 

relation to real events, and the nature of a series like Underbelly which combines the two. 

All seem to hold slightly differing views. Respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) 

maintained that drama and documentary can have different requirements that need to be 

adhered to, whilst respondent Roger (screenwriter/producer, 24.07.09) indicated, “You 

know all those inputs that create drama and it’s something that comes from the dramatist’s 

viewpoint, if it’s written by a writer it’s a drama!”  (Roger, screenwriter/producer, 

24.07.09).  But Roger also added:  

I think it’s a very nice discussion to be had, that’s something like Underbelly 

because it’s about criminals, because it’s about criminals, somehow it has received a 

kind of criticism for one… got accused of… … making it up, truthful whatever, you 

know…is it fact or fiction? What’s real, what’s not real in it? It’s very close to the 

truth… actually very close the…. facts of what happened… but somehow it seems to 

me, crime is a more acceptable area to get away with than governmental and 
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industrial issues and social issues where they’d be stopped from producing it .. I 

really thought that is was pretty dumbed down really … and didn’t have a 

perspective about these criminals. It didn’t offer the larger perspective of what these 

people were doing, the implications of that work for the society around it. (Roger, 

screenwriter/producer, 24.07.09) 

But the most outspoken of the three was Daniel (screenwriter, 26.09.09) when he stated:   

These decisions are heavily reliant on the television makers and program makers and 

their perception of what constitutes marketable entertainment. They seem to think 

you can put documentary together with drama and say they have legitimate form of 

both documentary and drama… and I don’t think you can … I think that if your 

intention is to inform the audience about the events in history… then what you are 

really doing is a documentary… if your intention is to entertain them then it’s 

drama… but when you put the two together… you’ve got the licence to do pretty 

much whatever you like (Daniel, screenwriter, 26.09.09). 

Nevertheless, respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) believed that while dramatisation 

results in an exaggeration “of the importance of the event, its seriousness, and its dramatic, 

even tragic character, it did add authenticity to Underbelly.” But as Anita Lam indicates, 

dramatisation is only relevant insofar as it lends an air of authenticity to matters of concern. 

Therefore while the writer may want to get the facts right, the writers are aware at some 

point that storytelling will need to become the focus if they want to create a good drama 

(Lam, 2013 p107). In addition to this Lam indicates that consultants provide scriptwriters 

(in a police procedural program) with technical details, such as professional jargon to help 

recreate an authentic production. At the same time that Underbelly’s scriptwriters concerned 

themselves with problems of accuracy, those involved in the case were also concerned with 

how their actions might be translated to screen entertainment. One of the many examples of 

this included the portrayal of Melbourne lawyer George Defteros, whose clients included 

Gangitano, Kinniburgh, Mokbel and Gatto (Esslinger, 2009). Originally Defteros was happy 

to be portrayed and named in Underbelly, “But as time got closer to the end of production 

he had second thoughts and didn’t want his name associated with the Melbourne 

underworld” (Respondent Sam, 14.07.09).  Defteros believed any representation of him in 

Underbelly could jeopardise his attempt to be reinstated as a Victorian solicitor.  
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Any attempt to depict me as a lawyer of low impropriety and unethical behaviour 

will be met with legal proceedings instituted by my lawyers. I regard the depiction of 

the gangland wars, in particular my role as a lawyer acting for parties, as nothing 

more than farcical and pure pantomime (cited in Media Man, no date). 

Although Defteros had been charged (2004) along with Condello (portrayed in Underbelly) 

with charges relating to conspiracy to commit murder and incitement to murder three crime 

figures (portrayed in Underbelly), these charges were dropped in 2005. However, according 

to respondent Sam (scriptwriter 14.7.09), Defteros’ threats of legal action resulted in his 

character “played by George Kapiniaris, to be cast as an unnamed solicitor” in Episodes 1 

[The Black Prince] and 2 [The Sorcerer’s Apprentice]. 

But while Defteros was upfront about his actions, Underbelly producer Des Monaghan 

(2008) stated, “There was some pressure brought to bear by various sources… we heard 

from a few people who were concerned about how they and their relatives were going to be 

portrayed” (cited in Davies, 2008). Mick Gatto, who was considered as one of the senior 

members of the Carlton crew, would later confirm that he was one who had concerns about 

his portrayal on Underbelly in his book titled I, Mick Gatto (Gatto and Noble, 2009a).  By 

order of the Victorian Supreme Court, the characters played by Alex Dimitriades, Ian Bliss, 

and Fletcher Humphries could not be named, instead they were referred to throughout as Mr 

T, Mr E and Mr S, while Kim Gingell’s character (only identified by his tattoo) remains 

unnamed from his first appearance in Underbelly Episode 12: [Best Laid Plans].  

Respondent Sam (scriptwriter, 14.07.09) stated, “Even Shakespeare had to tread lightly 

around the issues of the times, although not contempt of court, he could have had his head 

chopped off for something like this.” But respondents Roger (screenwriter 27.04.09) and 

Daniel (screenwriter 14.06.09) both expressed some ethical concerns, a sense of 

responsibility beyond the threat even of legal action. 

It must be clear that it is a drama not a documentary…otherwise the narrative 

presented can become a reality for some and they take it as their narrative. You 

know all those inputs create the drama and it’s something that comes from the 

dramatist’s perspective. It’s a piece of created drama and I think that… I hate the 

term of dramatizing a documentary, it’s either a documentary or it’s a drama, you 

know, [?] it’s written by a writer it’s a drama In my view, that is a documentary that 
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uses dramatic recreation … it’s still a documentary.. if we used stock footage to tell 

our story, and remember nothing is real it’s all edited, even reality television is 

edited (respondent Roger screenwriter/producer 24.04.09). 

As part of their ethical concerns, and in spite of their rather different perspectives on the 

blend of dramatic entertainment and real events this study calls faction, all of the 

respondents Sam (scriptwriter, 14.07.09), Roger (screenwriter/producer, 24.04.09) and 

Daniel (screenwriter, 14.06.09) were adamant there should never be a narrative which could 

and would result in a person not receiving a fair trial. Respondent Daniel (screenwriter, 

14.06.09) stated: 

Everyone must be treated equally and it is important as a writer to remember this… 

we are not the judge and jury …you must make it clear that your intentions are to 

represent those events a certain way exactly as you can...my objection is that if you 

don’t do that then you’re exploiting the audience who have no way of knowing 

mainly whether those events are true or not....so they just accept it (Daniel, 

screenwriter, 14.06.09). 

Acknowledging that his objections were about audience exploitation, he further added that 

there was a powerful case to be more concerned about the visual representations rather than 

the print ones to prejudice the outcome of the trial. “After all, seeing is believing and 

television is visual” (Daniel, screenwriter, 14.06.09). While respondent Roger 

(scriptwriter/producer, 27.04.09) explained:   

I think the effects of television are more exciting  and probably more short lived, so 

that there is a whole publicity generated about a show, whether it’s basketball, 

whatever it is there’s a whole bunch of publicity, reactions and discussions while it 

goes to air and there’s a bit afterwards, but it’s all fairly decompressed while it, you 

know in the time frame, and I suppose you’re able to notice that you had six weeks’ 

worth of publicity and discussion prior and then a couple of months afterwards,  

However pretty good works hang around, generally depending on the, I mean they 

probably had a longer lifespan. I think their publicity and discussion are not quite as 

intense at the time, and you know we generally have a huge amount of discussion for 

a long period of time. (Roger, scriptwriter/producer, 27.04.09) 
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Moreover, respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) stated, “Personally it’s a shame about 

the artistic achievements issues” [when contentious material has to be cut - or kept from 

audiences]. He further added that New South Wales Supreme Court Justice Weinberg in the 

R v McNeill  (Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007iii) “read out jurors duties” and 

directed “juries to look at only the evidence”.  But while respondent Sam (screenwriter 

14.07.09) wondered “why didn’t she just do the same?”  he did acknowledge that “artistic 

rights and achievements should and need to come second to justice.”  

His Honour Justice Weinberg had acknowledged in his direction to potential jurors that 

jurors should only look at the evidence presented during the trial, and stated, “You would 

have had to be living on another planet not to have heard or read something in advance”  

(Regina v Glenn Peter Charles McNeill  2007).  While the case R v McNeill details had been 

covered in newspapers and on local television, it had not been made into a television crime 

series and was not scheduled for broadcast at the same time as R v A.  

Reflecting on the comments of Screentime scriptwriters, it becomes clear that, while they 

have ethical concerns related to the subject matter, their main concern when it comes to 

engaging with real events as the basis for entertainment, is the quality of that entertainment, 

with audience engagement by the drama rather than strict accuracy. Yet in the case of 

Underbelly, accuracy was itself an important way of securing and keeping audience 

engagement with a drama whose subject matter was so familiar from news coverage. 

From script to screen: casting Underbelly  

While it is neither unethical nor immoral to make the characters in a TV drama as realistic -

or as engaging - as possible, Eco’s observation that it is the nature of fiction to manipulate 

readers as part of the process of emotional engagement points to factional entertainment’s 

ability to influence audience’s reactions to real events (Eco, 1979a, p. 8). Considering the 

potential impact of the reality effect created by Screentime’s entertainment, even respondent 

Daniel (screenwriter, 11.09.09) was prompted to ask, “Why did the production company 

feel the need to add this level of realism?” Concerning those characteristics, Umberto Eco 

has identified as being characteristic of all fiction, there were concerns audiences would be 

taken “along a predetermined path, carefully displaying their effects so as to arouse pity or 
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fear, excitement or depression at the due place and at the right moment and by doing so have 

a potentially damaging effect on the process of justice” (Eco, 1979a, p. 8). 

Respondent Sam (scriptwriter, 12.12.08) confirmed that the production’s investment in the 

reality effect it produces included casting processes, wardrobe, and makeup in Underbelly; 

all contributing to the factional qualities of the drama. “What tends to occur is that if you’re 

looking for actors who embody a particular person, you end up with actors who can, with 

wardrobe and make-up, finish up looking like them” (Sam, scriptwriter, 12.12.08) (see 

image below. On the top are the actors and underneath are the people they are portraying).  

While Vince Colosimo had been the only actor considered by Screentime to portray 

Gangitano, one of the elder statesmen of the Carlton Crew, others had to audition for the 

role. “As soon as Damian Walshe-Howling walked in and auditioned we had Benji, Les 

Hill, Callan Mulvey, Marty Sacks, Kat Stewart as Roberta Williams: as soon as you saw 

them, you went, “Yeah,”” respondent Sam (screenwriter, 14.07.09) stated. Others won their 

roles through personal recommendations; “One of the directors, Tony Tilse, suggested 

Gerard Kennedy for Graham Kinniburgh” (Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09).  But the role of 

Carl Williams went to someone who had never even heard of Williams - Gyton Grantley61.  

By using real events and even, in some cases, using real crime scenes as settings, as well as 

genuine items involved in crimes for props, pre-production and production personnel 

collaborated to create a convincingly real world for the drama of Underbelly. But the 

effectiveness of the drama itself depended on those actors who brought it to the screen, 

giving the stories emotional depth and appeal. My ability to interview many of the actors 

who worked on Underbelly was hampered not by the actors themselves, who were more 

than happy to participate, but by the constraints of their contractual obligations to 

Screentime and Channel Nine. However I was fortunate as some of the actors, despite these 

contractual limitations, decided to speak publiclyiv and privately about working on the 

Underbelly production. 

                                                           
61 Grantley stated: “I turned up for the audition in a suit and tie because the scene was set in a casino. The casting guy said, ‘Can you 
pull your shirt out? He’s a bit sloppy this guy’. I think my appearance helped a lot in getting that part” (cited in Aubrey 2013). 
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As Derek Paget has noted in his work on dramadoc, actors do not see themselves as separate 

from the social and economic world, instead they realise they are reliant on “collective 

structures… from the moment they conceive of an idea to the finish where it (finished 

project) will be viewed by others who will either praise or vilify them. Therefore actors’ 

research often involves making a conscious effort to locate authentic emotional memory to 

carry into performance” (Paget, 2002, p. 35)62.  With Underbelly being based on 

contemporary events, extensively reported by the news media as well as by journalists 

Silvester and Rule, there were many people who knew of or knew the characters that the 

actors were to recreate. This raised the stakes for actors’ performances, but it also meant that 

there were people available who were to give insight into their characters.    

Many Australian actors were able to draw on their own memories of the Melbourne 

gangland war in developing their characters, another link between news and entertainment 

media, as their memories would have themselves been in part media generated. For example 

Colosimo, who grew up in Carlton63, was hyperaware of the Melbourne underworld events. 

He had met Gangitano64 and several others around his neighbourhood. Colosimo explained 

that he was proud to be associated with Underbelly.  

Figure 4: Actors versus ‘true life’ actors 

                                                           

62 True life actors v Actors. Source: (Petrie and Ziffer, 2008) 

63 Suburb of Victoria where many of the Melbourne underworld met 

64Colosimo’s character in Underbelly  
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Colosimo considers that his acting is limited or determined to a degree by the basis in truth 

and the familiarity of the story, but it is also worth considering the effect of putting an 

appealing and familiar face like Colosimo’s on that of a well-known criminal, wedding his 

charisma to the “eccentric,  

charming and elegant” public personality. Colosimo himself says: 

Although Gangitano was a stand over man he was also eccentric, charming and 

elegant and I wanted to do what I considered right by him through my 

interpretation of him. It was always interesting, yet there was a limit when acting 

out a true story which has been fully documented (cited in STV TV, 2010b).  

Kat Stewart who portrayed Roberta Williams stated, “As actors, we were excited to be 

making the series, but none of us realised the impact it was going to have. But we had talked 

about it, and were deeply aware of the responsibilities of playing real people” (cited in 

Mangan, 2010). Stewart stated, “I can only think how strange it would be if someone was 

playing me - I can't imagine I'd be happy” (cited in Casey, 2008).  For Calvan Mulvay, there 

was a need or a desire to do “justice to the people who knew Mark (Moran)” (cited in City 

Search, no date).  But Gyton Grantley who portrayed Carl Williams stated, “You have to 

understand them to be able to play them, otherwise you're not representing them truthfully: 

you're presenting an opinion of them” (cited in Mangan, 2010). But that was exactly what 

they were doing: recreating the characters of the Melbourne underworld and placing 

themselves, as actors, under considerable pressure because of public expectations. 

Although advised by Channel Nine and Screentime not to be interviewed about Underbelly, 

respondent Joe65 (actor, 30.08.09) believes that actors have a responsibility to the public, 

and he explained that he had always been concerned about the impact of crime shows:  

I was talking to one of the police advisors at Crawford’s and he said that we can 

always tell what the MO…modus operandi… for the next couple of weeks is going 

to be statistically, just by watching Homicide or Division 4… and I thought, “That is 

terrible! We are creating crimes!” (Joe, actor, 30.08.09) 

                                                           

65 Joe (name withheld) has been acting for around 40 years 
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Respondent Joe (actor, 30.08.09) also added that TV shows such as Underbelly “should 

inform so there is the convention to always notify the audience that this is a recreation… 

they use the words based on a true story …not a true story…nothing is ever actually true.”  

Echoing accusations that the representations of criminals in Underbelly highlighted their 

flashy lifestyles, respondent Jamie (actor, 25.04.09) said he felt uncomfortable. “Those 

gangsters have been so elevated since Underbelly, and it’s not something that I’m 

particularly comfortable with.” But respondent Jamie (actor, 25.04.09) insisted they were 

merely telling a story about something which is now considered part of Australian culture 

admitting that “it’s unfortunate that its (our culture and television) is influenced by a 

murderous culture” (Jamie, actor, 25.04.09). 

Both respondents Joe (actor, 30.08.09) and Jamie (actor, 25.04.09) agreed that an individual, 

no matter who they were, should have a fair trial. Jamie (actor, 25.04.09) stated, “I think that 

the justice system is stretching sufficiently outward and is always going to protect a man 

that’s still before the courts, always they’ll put an injunction in place to ensure that that 

individual gets a fair trial.”  

An actor’s research will be extensive for any piece, however more so when they know their 

work will be under scrutiny when the characters they are to portray have been constantly 

seen and had stories in the media. Just as the scriptwriters for Underbelly looked for big 

dramatic themes as they worked to maintain a degree of accuracy in their storytelling, actors 

also look for traits such as emotions and behaviour, joy and anger to humanise their 

characters and help audiences engage with the story that they would help to tell on screen - 

and in the case of crime, the things that allow power and control over others.  Some of those 

character traits portrayed by the Underbelly actors would be inspired by those who knew 

and were willing to talk about the real Melbourne underworld. But another important source 

for actors, as well for as the production as a whole, was the Victorian police force, many of 

whom had dealt with the Melbourne underworld figures in a professional capacity. Some 

police would even supply transcripts of official interviews to the actors in order to help them 

to mimic certain traits as a way to familiarise themselves with the characters (Mayer, Banks 

and Caldwell, 2009). 

 While keeping audiences engaged often comes down to acting techniques, it is not only 

about the voice and body - it can also be about physical appearance (Schreiber, 2005; Cohen 
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and Cohen, 2010).  Grantley, initially thought to be overdressed in his audition for the part 

of Williams, was sure his “uncanny likeness to Carl had a bit to do with my winning the 

role...I’ve certainly tried hard to match his appearance ...I’ve dyed my hair, studied his walk 

and his mannerisms”  (cited in Walsh, 2008).  

The picture on the left is of the real Carl and Roberta Williams, while the one on the right is 

the Underbelly Carl and Roberta Williams. 

Figure 5: The real Carl and Roberta versus the Underbelly versions 

  

(Source: Watchr Media, no date; Silvester, 2010) 

Others such Walshe-Howling66, had to allow an extra four hours a day to have Veniamin’s 

distinctive full length, tribal arm tattoos applied each day to recreate the character of 

Veniamin for Underbelly.  The police were not individualised in the same way as the 

criminals, who had already had been made into celebrities by the media. Instead the 

detectives were an amalgamation of several real life members of the Victorian police force 

(Nicholson, 2008).  

Others like Vince Colosimo67 also used their own “emotional memory”. As mentioned 

previously, Colosimo had memories of Gangitano who he had often seen while growing up 

in Melbourne. Colosimo was working from a memory that might well be shared by others 

who grew up in Melbourne, and the way that such shared memories might add to the appeal 

of the program, as well as its impact as faction, as both the Melbourne-bred performer and 

members of the audience have a personal link to the reality Underbelly works to reconstruct. 

Another perspective on acting comes from British actor Maxine Peake, who did not appear 

in Underbelly, and who believes that an actor needs to get inside the head of the person they 
                                                           

66 Portrayed Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin Underbelly. 

67 Alphonse Gangitano (Underbelly). 
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are playing (cited in Paget, 2009).  However while personality drives the character’s “inner 

desires, his principles and his limitations” (van Krieken, Smith and Davies, 1998) 

characterisation is about “the way he looks, who he hangs with, what he does for a living” 

(van Krieken, Smith and Davies, 1998). Respondent Joe (actor, 26.02.10) has acted in many 

Australian crime shows and said the first thing he asked when cast in Underbelly was “is 

this character alive or dead? And with Underbelly, I was fortunate that my character was not 

a ruling character, in fact he was a peacemaker.” Respondent Joe continues by saying that 

the next thing he wanted to know was: 

What does my character know? What does my character not know? And of course 

that makes a great deal of difference if the characters coming out knowing 

something they really shouldn’t know, then it doesn’t work. It’s just viewing the 

world through the character’s eyes and through the character’s feelings and 

sensitivities and so forth (Joe, actor, 26.02.10). 

The actor’s focus on understanding and communicating an individual’s perspective enables 

a humanising effect to occur, resulting in audiences often being able to relate to the 

character and feeling a connection with them or their actions. In the case of Underbelly, not 

only would potential jurors have been able to put a human face on the deceased but may 

have formed a connection with or taken a dislike to the accused.  

Respondent Jamie (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) stated that while many of the other 

actors “had police consultants that (sic) could show them evidence, certainly data that’d 

make it look right”, he had also been able to sit down with the character he would be 

representing and have an extensive discussion with him. 

We’re no different, we just have different jobs, and different interests, and different 

ages and different challenges. The fact is that he arrived at an incident where you 

had to kill someone because serial killers are trying to kill you… now that’s a 

stressful set of circumstances (respondent Jamie, actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09).   

Acknowledging that it can be hard to relate to someone who is quite different from yourself, 

respondent Jamie (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) stated you find “the humanity in that 

person, he treated me with respect and I did the same, he’s a man who loves his family and 
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is quite likeable…most people can identify with that so I worked on those sort of issues.”   

Preparation is perhaps one of the biggest steps actors will undertake to bring a character to 

life.  However, if that characterisation is a representation of a real person, who has family 

and friends or is themselves alive, the stress on an actor to be accurate to the character, 

respectful and fair to those who knew them, could be exacerbated. Respondent Jamie 

(actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) assured me that the man who he was to represent in 

Underbelly had not pressured him in any way about how represent him, reflecting in the 

meeting “in respect, he answered the questions I asked him, never said a bad word about 

me, and he couldn’t mess with me when the facts are out there.”  

The criminals portrayed in Underbelly, their associates and their families were often in the 

public sphere. British actors Phil Davies, Beattie Edney, Anne Reid and Thomas Wheatley, 

who had taken part in a study in acting with facts68, could relate to issues of 

characterisation. The Acting with Facts: Actors Performing the Real in British Theatre and 

Television since 1990 investigated the role of the actor in British Film and docudrama.  

Their thoughts on playing real people is pertinent to Underbelly because  “If you’re playing 

someone who really exists, and everybody knows what they’re like, then you have a…you 

have to…some extent to do an impression of them” (cited in Sutherland, 2008b).  

Acknowledging that you can mimic their speech pattern, mannerisms and their uniqueness, 

Edney was aware that “people will have criticisms of your portrayal…and obviously people 

know how they, or have witnessed how they, sound and how they look” (cited in Taylor, 

2009). But, Wheatley stated, there can be too much emphasis placed on the body and voice.  

“I don’t think we start with the body or the voice at all, the crucial thing is the words. And 

that’s what’s got to come through. And too much attention to the body or the voice, the 

appearance, is going to get in the way” (Paget, 2008).  Wheatley believed that 

impersonating a real person can detract from the script and this was the case in Underbelly 

with audiences, media and others - in the forums -  often discussing the portrayals and 

likenesses of the characters more frequently than the plot69.  

                                                           
68 The research project Acting with Facts: Actors Performing the Real in British Theatre and Television since 
1990 was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council and ran from 2007-2010. 

 
69 Quite enjoyed the first ep (haven’t seen 2nd yet) but it was really pushing it with some of the actors (the lawyer who is in the RAA 
ads, and Lewis Moran) - not a terrible actor but just doesn’t fit the part (Timeless, 2008) 
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Recreating real characters posed problems for the Underbelly actors because the real 

characters had become part of not only Melbourne’s landscape but also Australia’s, due to 

extensive media coverage over the preceding years. But while some actors such as Kat 

Stewartv had no “emotional memory”  of her character to draw from (Le Doux, 1993; Meyer 

and Jepperson, 2000; Paget, 2009) others such as Vince Colosimo had his own memories of 

Gangitano. Colosimo stated that he read the script and  knew it would be interesting  “being 

a interpretation of a true story… but he had a licence to do what was right (by Gangitano)” 

(cited in STV TV, 2010b).  Despite being excited to play Gangitano, Colosimo also knew 

that the expectations and pressure would be hard, so rather than rely on others’ information 

Colosimo relied on his personal memories to recreate Gangitano. 

The one thing I remember about him is that he had an amazing 

presence and this incredible aura about him …I just loved his 

charisma. He’d walk into a club, and he was my height, my weight 

and my age and everything. When I played him I was very close to 

all three physical things about him, which is age, height and weight. 

I’m not here to say whether it’s absolute truth, but I saw it as true 

and that’s the way I played it. For me, it summed up a lot of who he 

was, that he felt that he had this power, because you’d have to. To 

have done what he did and be as reckless and do things that only he 

felt he could get away with (Valentish, 2012). 

 

Colosimo also stated  that, “At the end of the day you've got to like your character and play 

it like that rather than be judgmental, and so I tried to make him charismatic, eccentric, 

classy - a family man with elements of a psychopathic personality” (cited in Bowron, 2008).     

A long-time friend of Gangitano commented: 

Colosimo plays Alphonse better than anyone else would, though I didn't see any of 

the charm I remember so well. Maybe the cheeky Alphonse humour drained from 

him later in life due to the pressure of being a criminal don. And young Alphonse 

was prettier than the older one played by Colosimo (cited in Unknown, 2008c). 
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 Continuing on, he spoke about a specific scene in Episode 1 [The Black Prince].  

In one Underbelly scene, Gangitano selects an opera to play at a 

party. Maybe he went classical later in life; maybe it was a joke, but 

I wondered about that. I can still hear his falsetto rendition of Elton 

John's Crocodile Rock. More fittingly, he sang along to Carly 

Simon's You're So Vain and Billy Thorpe's Most People I Know 

(Think That I'm Crazy) (cited in Unknown, 2008c).  

 

This change in music was pertinent as it helped reinforce the traditional notions of Italian 

gangster mythology, and the connections to other through music considered to be high 

culture. 

Respondent Jamie’s (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) Underbelly character was a very high 

profile man, yet respondent Jamie never experienced any public criticism about the 

representation of the character he played. He did admit however that he had been mistaken 

for that character. “To some people you are that character. I was passing through airport 

security, and you would think the professional standard will be high… I get a 45 year old 

guy go “hey it’s…70.”    Jamie, (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) expressed concerns about 

gangster culture becoming accepted as a normal part of Australian culture. But the 

mythology the Melbourne gangland war was creating had its own roots on screen, for 

example, Gangitano modelled himself on Al Capone and Vito Corleone in The Godfather 

movies.   

Some of the actors were from Melbourne and had seen the Melbourne gangland war unfold 

on the streets. Vince Colosimo, who was familiar with the real and scripted events, admitted  

he felt comfortable playing his character, “I just had to justify the character as much as I 

possibly could” (Valentish, 2012).  But respondent Joe (actor, 30.08.09) admitted he 

couldn’t justify the killing of Jason Moran and Pasquell Barbaro being killed in front of 

children admitting, “You can’t do anything about it except stand by and let them kill 

themselves and try and make sure everyone else is projected from getting hurt”. He further 

added that it was almost impossible to humanise them after this event. The minute you try 

                                                           

70 Name withheld  
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and understand a criminal the rest of society pounces on you and says, “You’re trying to 

give them excuses”. Over his lifetime respondent Joe (actor, 30.08.09) had seen society’s 

values change and this has reflected on how television portrays crime. Sydney W. Head 

indicates that crime drama has the ability to resonate with audiences because they can 

voyeuristically peer into a world far different than their own. In addition to this, Head and   

Mary Beth Oliver agree that crime television drama distorts the amount and type of violence 

occurring in society by focusing on more sensational criminal acts such as murder, rather 

than more  routine issues/offences such as traffic infringements (Head, 1954; Oliver, 2009). 

Fictional television crime shows often portray police as heroic, professional crime fighters, 

where the majority of crimes are solved and criminal suspects are successfully apprehended 

all within a hour or so (Dowler, 2003; Oliver, 2009; Surette, 2011a). According to Mason 

(2002), the reality can be quite different, with many cases being investigated over several 

months or even years, police duties being mundane, unlike their television counterpart. 

Joe ( actor 30.08.09)  believes:    

It’s just gradually developed more and more that crime is fun and profitable 

and even the violence is part of it and it has gotten way out of hand. The 

media has also, not just film and television and entertainment, but we’ve 

almost done away with the demarcations between fact and fiction (Joe, actor, 

30.08.09).  

Many of those portrayed in Underbelly were considered to be villains engaged in criminal 

activity, but it would be a rare individual who would describe themselves as ‘evil’, so an 

actor cannot be expected to “just act evil” (Paget, 2002, p. 35). Actor Martin Sachs71 agreed 

stating: 

It’s a trap to play a bad guy like a bad guy…When you're playing a 

supposedly “colourful character”, you don't play these people as bad 

people; you play them as real. You make no judgement. The director 

said to me, “He believes he's innocent”, and that was a key (cited in 

Enker, 2008). 

                                                           

71   Mario Condello Underbelly. 
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Respondent Jamie (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) stated that for him acting is not 

actually “acting but rather reacting to things, situations, people… it keeps the character fresh 

and believable.”  Keeping the character persistent in “their desires, drives, limitations and 

principles” (van Krieken, Smith and Davies, 1998) is important when recreating the real 

person being portrayed. Anne Reid72 states, “no matter how brilliantly your characterisation 

is thought out, if you don’t actually believe that it’s happening in that second then it doesn’t 

really, it’s not exciting, it doesn’t really work. That’s the hardest bit, keeping it 

spontaneous” (cited in Sutherland, 2008a).  

But Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) stated that the acting in Underbelly wasn’t 

necessarily an imitation, but it was convincing enough in itself to be confusing. Brian knew    

Underbelly was aiming to ensure characters were viewed as realistically as possible. He 

admitted:  

I do sort of struggle to think that’s not Carl…that’s the TV Carl. And 

Andrew Veniamin was a very, very good physical match but as soon 

as he opened his mouth it was clear that he wasn’t from the same 

sort of background… the Kat Stewart portrayal of Roberta it was 

fantastic in itself but it wasn’t the Roberta I knew… It wasn’t an 

imitation, it was a portrayal…it was a dramatic portrayal (Brian, 

author/journalist, 02.12.08). 

 

Stewart’s representation of Roberta Williams was as a very loud female who swore a lot, 

even at her children, however the reality of Roberta Williams’s life was different. 

Underbelly represented Roberta Williams as being heavily involved with the 

making/cooking of amphetamines.  This was disputed by respondent Eric (barrister, 

01.09.09) who knew the real Williams: 

Roberta Williams was definitely not the way she was shown in fact 

she was never near any of the cooking and stuff ...she made sure of 

that she had the kids to consider... it just sells a good story, but 

                                                           

72 Acting with Facts interview 2008. 
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because Stewart played her like that people think she’s like that…it 

has consequences for her, her family, her kids (Eric, Barrister, 

01.09.09).    

 

The realism of character interactions on screen carried over to publicity events. Brian 

(author/journalist, 02.12.08) admitted at the Underbelly launch that after a few drink he “got 

the real ones and the characters confused (Brian, author/journalist, 02.12.08) although I 

actually knew the real ones”. This is relevant because this is the very issue that caused 

Justice King concern - would people actually become confused between the reality and the 

fiction?  

Acting is not just reciting lines and taking direction. Van Kreiken suggests that no audience 

wants to see a “cardboard cut out” (van Krieken, Smith and Davies, 1998).  To overcome 

this, respondent Jamie (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) acknowledged “they (audience) 

need to see the character and identify with him …I like that character because he saw what I 

saw, and he identified what it was that I saw, and his response was the same, he was 

complete …for some it can be scary to realise this.” (Jamie, actor/ex-police officer, 

25.04.09) The character traits the actor provides to his/her character not only give the 

character life but often will be the only feature(s) audiences will remember, according to 

Mayer et al. (2009). Even though actors need to engage audiences they must “must never 

lose control of themselves” (Cohen and Cohen, 2010), because if they do, they risk losing 

the character completely and ultimately losing the audience.   

Rodger Corser73 found his fictional character hard to play. Although it was based around 

Victoria Police Detective Stuart Bateson, it also had around forty other characters “melted 

together and had Bateson on set most of the time to show me how to stand, the tone of a 

cop” (cited in STV TV, 2010a).  Although Corser was familiar with the real Melbourne 

underworld events, having detectives on set helped him to make his character as normal as 

possible: 

I was lucky that I worked very closely with people who were there - 

Purana Taskforce and Victoria Police members and detectives.  The 

                                                           

73 Detective Steve Owens-Taskforce Purana Underbelly 
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police consultants brought to the production years of on the job 

experience and an extensive knowledge base” (cited in STV TV, 

2010a).  

 

Caroline Craig74 also spent time with the detectives, and realising that her character was an 

amalgamation of several police women, she “wanted to learn from the women what it is to 

juggle the family with the 24/7 demands of investigating those murders and to find out 

about the emotional aspect, as I’m interested in the psychological side of it all” (cited in 

Keirnan, 2013). 

Underbelly actors acknowledged that while there were similarities, there were also unique 

differences between their lives and the characters they would represent. Talking about 

“bumping people off” at a barbeque could be viewed as normal in the real lives of the 

characters the actors were recreating. Martin Sachs75 stated: 

 ..the activities are day-to-day. They're sitting having cups of coffee, talking about 

doing things I wouldn't dream of doing, but it's all so casual. Having a barbecue, 

talking about bumping people off and, “Do you want another sausage?” (cited in 

Enker, 2008).   

Underbelly actors saw the Melbourne underworld as a clash of the old more traditional 

gangster ways and more contemporary ways - not only in the way things were handled but 

also in styles. While the Carlton Crew took a more traditional approach to their “gangster 

style” the newer style of gangster from the suburbs of Sunshine and Broadmeadows were 

likely to wear track suits or jeans (Enker, 2008). While some characters such as the Morans 

were affluent in real life, others such as Williams and Veniamin, had been the product of 

socially disadvantaged suburbs and remained loyal to their roots, preferring to live more 

affluently but within the areas they had grown up.  

Production: constructing the reality 

                                                           

74 Senior Detective Jacqui James Taskforce Purana Underbelly 

75 Mario Condello Underbelly  
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With Underbelly being a contemporary production, costume designer Louise Wakefield and 

her employees sourced the characters’ clothing. A gangsters’ life would be incomplete 

without the “regulatory sunglasses” (Eco, 1979b; Chandler, 2003)  Wakefield relied on 

script references and information from various sources, such as the police and media, to re-

create the style of the characters and their gangland lifestyles, resulting in a wide range of 

clothing styles. Judy Moran, mother of Mark Cole Moran, Jason Moran and wife of Lewis 

Moran, had a “very distinct look and as there were many photographs of her available (see 

image below), it seemed silly not to use them as a guide,” said Wakefield (cited in STV, 

2009b). For funerals and other occasions where there was a possibility of cameras, Moran 

always dressed immaculately; hair done and nails manicured. In these terms, it becomes 

difficult to separate fiction from fact, insofar as the criminals were themselves inspired by 

the images of fictional gangsters, replicating them in their own images for the news media, 

which in turn, of course, inspired Underbelly. 

Figure 6: Photos enabled the recreation of the look of the Morans’ 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Harris, 2003) 

Initially Wakefield dressed Carl and Roberta Williams in drab track suits, however their 

dress styles/sense underwent a transformation throughout the production as their wealth 

increased.  “We introduced a few colours that we’d seen the real Carl wear, designer style 

tracksuits, and a little more bling…hair coloured and fashionably styled,” Wakefield said 

(cited in STV, 2009b).  Roberta’s clothing and hair also got a subtle makeover during the 

show - as the wealth increased so too did the expensive outfits, becoming more dressy and 

less casual. This also included Roberta’s accessories such as handbags, from shopping bags 
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to named brands such as Gucci.  There was also mention of Roberta undergoing cosmetic 

surgery, usually not considered unless you can afford it76.  

Yet Underbelly’s criminals were not the only ones who underwent changes throughout the 

show.  As the factional Purana Task Force in Underbelly appeared to be gaining the upper 

hand in their fight against crime, their suits took on a darker, more professional appearance.  

Umberto Eco suggests that the "The syntactic structures of fashions also influence our view 

of the world” (Eco, 1983, p. 15),  therefore what the Purana Task Force team wore and how 

they wore it would not only affect the way they thought about themselves, that is, as 

professional, but also offer them a new way of thinking about how to achieve a professional  

attitude.   While the “real Purana Task Force” rarely wore their own Purana issued ties, their 

television counterparts wore them religiously. “In a dramatic sense, it emphasised their bond 

and increased confidence” (STV, 2009b).  It showed their more professional approach to 

their work and representations of success in gaining the upper hand. As Mirzoeff (1999) 

suggests, seeing does not in this instance mean believing, but rather it is about interpreting. 

In Underbelly Episode 10: [Scratched] Detective Senior Sergeant Gary Butterworth tells  

Team Purana that when they go out in public it will be with “coats buttoned up, Purana ties 

knotted sharply” (Monaghan and Horsbourgh, 2007).  They will be presenting a strong, 

united and confident team and the “public and crims need to know it” (Monaghan and 

Horsbourgh, 2007). The reality was that Task Force Purana never had a Purana tie. Through 

this action, it’s as though Butterworth is acknowledging the multiple layers of mediation, as 

a fictional cop anticipates the look of fictional audiences towards a professional approach to 

crime.   

Writers, directors and producers are only one very small component of what it takes to 

create a series such as Underbelly.  To give life to scripted actions and actors’ performances, 

as the series progresses, production crew and art directors are key. The production team, 

under the guidance of the art director, director and producer have the responsibility of 

converting the written word to a visual and audio medium. Their task is to create a 

                                                           
76 In Underbelly Episode 13: [Team Purana] the runner’s girlfriend Mishy told him she had gone to 
Roberta’s plastic surgeon to see about cosmetic surgery but it would cost too much, indicating that 
Roberta was now better off financially than she had been previously.  
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completely convincing but false reality, convincing but “it will not be true in every detail.  

Like every other story ever retold - it is not true to life in every detail” (Rule, 2008). 

Ensuring that locations, props and costumes were appropriate to the place, time and social 

environment was essential in constructing the contemporary feel of the show, and in 

providing a sense of authenticity to the production.  As a series fictionalising events that 

took place in Melbourne, location shooting was of central importance to authenticity. 

During pre-production, Underbelly’s “invisible” workers scouted 450 potential sites, of 

which 150 in the inner urban areas of Melbourne (including 50 commercial properties and 

53 municipal locations) were used.  Eighty traffic pedestrian plans were generated and more 

than 200 documents exchanged between various team members, for example the production  

team and the location providers (STV, 2009b). Being shot entirely on location, the 

Underbelly production team had to choose believable but accessible locations. Many of the 

real events had occurred in the extremely busy Melbourne suburb of Carlton, so this meant 

that other locations had to be substituted for Carlton, resulting in these scenes being filmed 

in the northern Melbourne suburbs. For example, scenes dealing with the murder of Andrew 

‘Benji’ Veniamin (Melbourne gangland hit man who police believe was responsible for 

many of the gangland murders. Initially hired by Gatto to kill Carl Williams, he later 

befriended Carl Williams) by Dominic ‘Mick’ Gatto which had occurred at La Porcella 

Restaurant in Carlton, were filmed at the Rubicon Restaurant on Errol Street in North 

Melbourne, while the scene involving Mario Condello lending money was filmed at the  

Lithuanian Club in North Melbourne (Go West Tours, 2009a).  

In this way, the constructed reality of Underbelly did not always require purity - 

verisimilitude was enough, and as in the case of the way the series wedded the familiar faces 

of Australian actors to well-known personalities from the news, the Melbourne settings 

undoubtedly offered yet another site of identification and engagement for local audiences. 

But some key events were shot in their actual locations. For instance, the scene depicting the 

murders of Jason Moran and his bodyguard/friend Pasquale Barbaro was filmed at the 

location where the actual murders had taken place during a children’s football match in 

2003. The murder scene was filmed in the car park of the Cross Keys Hotel in Essendon 

North, adjacent to the football park.  This was going beyond authenticity or verisimilitude to 

achieve real accuracy in using a site that would be not just familiar but notorious to viewers. 
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The murders of Jason Moran and Barbaro thrust the underworld killings and the Victorian 

police force into the spotlight; murders conducted at a children’s football match with 

children witnessing their father’s murder while other families watched on. Media coverage 

was intense, therefore many Australians, not just Victorians, had viewed imagery from the 

murder scene, forming their own social memory. The decision to shoot this particularly 

notorious and well-known murder at the actual site is one of the features of the series that 

gives it the character of a “true crime” drama, despite its many deviations from strict truth. 

And it points to just how aware the producers were of how the news coverage of the crimes 

primed the audience for their drama.  

 For the funerals and other occasions where there was a possibility of cameras, Judy Moran 

always dressed immaculately; hair done and nails manicured. In these terms, it becomes 

difficult to separate fiction from fact, insofar as the criminals were themselves inspired by 

the images of fictional gangsters, replicating them in their own images for the news media, 

which in turn, of course, inspired Underbelly. 

The murder of Lewis Moran in Underbelly [Episode 12: Best Laid Plans] was just one of 

the murders represented in the television series. This murder was recreated in black and 

white CCTV footage, showing the shooters running into the hotel wearing balaclavas.  The 

murderers ran straight up to Lewis Moran, fatally shot him and wounded Moran’s associate, 

Bert Wrout. Cutting from black and white to colour, from CCTV to close up on Lewis 

Moran’s body, the footage emphasises graphic violence, a familiar sight in the era of CSI 

and other forensically focused police procedural shows that carry connotations of realism. 

Throughout the making of Underbelly, director Paddy Reardon became quite proficient in 

blood spatter patterns and making the deaths appear believable, while remaining within the 

boundaries of Australian censorship laws relating to the displaying of blood and violence 

(Hutchings, 1994; Jackson, 2001). The artistic team, under Reardon’s direction, had to 

convincingly portray the blood splatters around the murder scenes and on the victims(s).  

As with most deaths, there is usually a funeral which follows. For Underbelly this meant 

several funerals - throughout many episodes - all with different flowers, caskets, cars, 

mourners and media. It was important to make each funeral as individual as possible, 

therefore every detail of the funeral was orchestrated to add to authenticity. Because many 
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of the represented characters in Underbelly were dead, the crew were able to view footage 

of all the funerals to legitimise the scenes. It was this attention to detail that resulted in a 

very realistic portrayal of the Melbourne gangland war funerals, those of the real Carl 

Williams and members of the real Carlton Crew. 

This adds a sense of reality to a production whose audience’s expectations have been shaped 

by what is sometimes called the “CSI effect”  (Willing, 2004; Roane and Morrison, 2010; 

Bell, 2014). CSI is a one hour television drama featuring crime forensic officers who are 

also serving police officers. Each week they look for forensic evidence to solve at least one 

murder. They question witnesses, help police locate suspects and assist police officers to 

charge the perpetrators. Anderson (Anderson, 2013) suggests that these programs 

exaggerate police investigations and in turn “distort the public’s perceptions of the criminal 

justice system”, resulting in jury expectations which are based on a standard that is really 

only attainable in television. This is known as the “CSI effect” and it is creating issues 

within the criminal justice system. 

By watching overseas crime shows, particularly those produced in America, viewers and 

potential jurors are looking for flaws in police investigations, and criminal defence lawyers 

and barristers are looking for ways to exploit the CSI effect as a means of aiding their 

clients.  “The whole investigation genre is hot …like recreations of A&E's Forensic Files 

from the blood spatter and bone fragments of TV's fictional crime scenes” (Roane and 

Morrison, 2010). While the main research into CSI effects has focused on jurors and 

witnesses, the CSI effect also is known to legal practitioners.  Respondent Rowan (Queens 

Counsel, 23.04.09) explained that he and others in the legal profession were aware of the 

CSI effect:  

I'm certainly not influenced by it and I'm very conscious of not being influenced by 

it. But because I'm talking to juries as part of my job I may make contemporary 

references. I had a case where the murder was supposed to have taken place here...in 

a certain area...but there were no blood stains. Shot three times...no blood stains...so 

I went over and over and over it a thousand times. If there had been blood stains you 

would have found them...they wouldn't have been degraded by the weather or rain or 

water?  “No...” They couldn't be washed away? “No...”  So there is definitely no 

blood stains? And you're an expert and you know what to do and you've got all the 
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latest technology and you use this and you use that...right? And then you say to the 

jury, which is illogical but you say it, well if that's where the prosecution says the 

murder took place...he was shot three times...there will be blood ... their experts say 

there are no blood stains so it obviously didn't happen there....could it? Now, they'll 

all be thinking CSI...ok? I don't mention CSI but you put a concept to them that they 

will understand because of what they've seen on television without actually stating it. 

(Rowan, Queens Counsel, 22.04.09) 

In Underbelly there was no lack of blood to accompany the crimes and signal their reality. 

In this way its visual character reflects contemporary generic trends in crime entertainment 

and its interest in spectacle, while also emphasising the double role of criminals as victims 

of crime. According to Arcuri (2000) the medicalization of crime in television programmes 

like CSI has also shaped public perceptions stating that, “they, the public, feel that all 

experts are at our fingertips… as well as all up-to-date crime labs. In most cases that’s crap” 

(cited in Colbran, 2014a). Evan Durnal from the Missouri prosecutors’ office states “the CSI 

effect is born of a longing to believe that desirable, clever and morally unimpeachable 

individuals are fighting to clear the names of the innocent and put the bad guys behind bars” 

(cited in ‘The CSI effect’, 2010).   

While some efforts at authenticity were ones that many in the audience would not be so 

aware of, nevertheless these efforts also spoke to the production’s close alignment with the 

world of crime it aimed to dramatize. For example, Underbelly producer Ben Morris spent 

hours researching amphetamine and ecstasy labs.  Morris initially used police forensic 

photos taken at a number of drug lab seizures with the expectation of building a very 

simplistic modified pill press for the TV production.  However, a former Victorian police 

officer offered to supply Morris with an actual press that had been used by pharmaceutical 

companies. With the permission of Victorian police, the art department used the press 

containing fake “chemicals” to make “amphetamines”. Morris also learned that there were 

two sections to a drug lab: one where the chemicals were prepared for pressing and another 

section where the pressing actually took place. “These two sections are normally never 

housed in the same space for reasons of economics - that being if the location is raided, it’s 

better to lose just one section, rather than both” (cited in STV, 2009b). Morris also stated 

that using the real pill press was, on reflection, the easiest option but admitted there was a 

lot of red tape to be taken care of.  
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These machines need a high degree of security because they’re sought after by 

criminal gangs. Therefore, our pill press needed a 24-hour armed guard and was 

under heavy fortification at all times. We also required special dispensation to 

actually move it, but by the end we were manufacturing pretty authentic looking 

ecstasy tablets with the aid of glucose! (cited in STV, 2009b).  

The authenticity of the ecstasy lab was confirmed by respondent Doug (former detective, 

03.12.08). 

Details such as realistic looking drug paraphernalia, location, sets, costumes, blood spatters 

and actors who looked similar, or were made up to look similar to the criminals they were 

portraying, are all indicators that Screentime and Channel Nine were intent on making the 

drama as realistic as possible and on creating a factional piece of television.   The same 

authenticity and believability that was constructed to be a part of the appeal of Underbelly 

was ultimately of concern for the judiciary. According to Paul Walsh, President of the 

National District Attorneys Association (USA) and a chief prosecutor, “what’s on TV does 

seep into the minds of the jurors” (Willing, 2004) creating a social reality for the viewers 

which was a concern Her Honour Supreme Court  Justice Betty King had about the 

screening of Underbelly regarding the effect of the program on potential jurors.   

Marketing and publicity  

While the advertising build up seems to set up the audience for a factional event, blending 

the real and fictional, for some observers the real point of the advertising claims, as well as 

the strategically scheduled broadcast, was to prompt the ban itself and effectively use the 

court to produce additional publicity through controversy and conflict. In this respect the 

judiciary itself appears to be an extension of entertainment media. In 2008, Underbelly was 

a landmark television series for Australia’s Nine Network, in part due to the pre-screening 

promotional campaign which featured on Channel Nine and in the social media from late 

2007. To obtain the best promotion for Underbelly, Screentime and Channel Nine were 

aware they needed to identify and target their intended audiences in the early stages of both 

the casting and production process. To achieve this, they relied on a number of key 

marketing hooks including stories about the cast, storyline and settings as a way to pique 

audience interest. See headline(s) below:  
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 “Screentime gets amongst Melbourne’s ‘Underbelly’” {Galvin P., Encore, January 9 2008}  

“The truth behind Underbelly - or why a bit of fiction goes a long way” {Rule A., The Age, 

Melbourne February 10, 2008} 

“Will The Real Carl Williams Please Stand Up”{Wilson J., The New Matilda, Melbourne, 

April 21,2010}     

They also identified when announcements and access to materials would be dripped to the 

media and audiences at crucial stages of the production process. Another tactic to engage 

Underbelly audiences was to hold interviews with cast members on set, in order to show 

Underbelly audiences a sneak peek at behind the scenes. As a consequence of the judicial 

ban, not all interviews even if they had been conducted, were able to be released to the 

public. Colosimo had given an interview to Encore, a television magazine, in 2008 which 

was not published until February 18th 201277.  

 Mass advertising/marketing opportunities presented themselves in the lead up to the 

screening of Underbelly on Channel Nine, resulting in a heavy advertising/marketing 

campaign rolled out over several months. By presenting Underbelly through several mass 

media sources e.g. television, radio, social media forums and websites, mass media was able 

to appeal to a large number of varied consumers. Potential audiences could observe or judge 

Underbelly even if they had no knowledge of the characters or events. Just as Underbelly 

had been crafted to produce a “partial social reality” for consumers, so too did 

advertising/marketing further blur the lines between the real and the crafted reality through 

the use of words and images (Eco, 1979b; Barthes, 1989; Hall, 2004; Boorstin, 2012). For 

example, when showing ads on television, especially leading up to the intended date for 

screening Underbelly, Channel Nine (2008) would use language such as “outrageous truth  

behind the 10 year war that gripped a nation” (Ninein08, 2008b) “blown wide open for the 

first time” (Ninein08, 2008a) the “true story”, the “real story” and the “true events” of the 

Melbourne gangland war (Ninein08, 2008b; Underbelly2010, 2010; ArtKO171, 2011). 

                                                           
77 Colosimo had given an interview to Encore, a television magazine, in 2008 which was not published until 
February 18  2012. 
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Screentime Australia (2015) suggests that as the television industry moves from its more 

traditional base to an online model “the need for dynamic online promotional components 

dramatically increases”. Channel Nine CEO, David Gyngell, was aware of this and stated 

that, “Nine needed to better embrace social networking as a form of marketing” (Knox 

2008b) and this resulted in a dedicated Underbelly website. Gyngell recognised that the 

ability of social media is that it is able to speak directly to audiences/consumers. Gyngell 

also recognised, just as did W. Glynn Mangold and David J Faulds (2009), that social media 

also enables consumers/audiences to talk to one another, but instead of discussing issues 

with a few friends, consumers/audiences can communicate with thousands with a few clicks 

on a keyboard. But one disadvantage when disseminating information through social media 

platforms was that Channel Nine had no control over what content was being disseminated 

by audiences/consumers. But as discussed by Mary J. Culnan, Patrick J. McHugh and Jesus 

I. Zubillaga (2010), social media is voluntary, therefore organisations such as Channel Nine 

“need to take explicit steps to build communities and to learn from the interactions” (Culnan 

et al. 2010 p245). Anthony Britten (2015) suggests that it is important to commence social 

media engagement early in a production such as Underbelly because you’ll have time to not 

only build audiences but also to achieve a fan base. Being relatively cheap compared to the 

more traditional forms of communication, social media is all about experiences. Channel 

Nine considered this as being pertinent to Underbelly as Channel Nine’s website featured an 

Underbelly “webtree” which initially featured a “3 minute trailer of the new crime drama” 

(Knox 2008b). As the show progressed, the webtree would show character profiles, behind 

the scene footage, family trees and family interconnections while also enabling interaction 

with Facebook’s Underbelly page, and prior to release had posted a webtree and other 

snippets of information, such as behind the scenes interviews with cast members. In addition 

to this, Channel Nine hosted a You Tube channel which enabled Channel Nine to post 

Underbelly snippets while being able to view the number of users who had accessed the 

Underbelly site. Channel Nine was also able to post any of their other show(s) content 

which had a reference to Underbelly (King 2006), for example running previously aired 

interviews from A Current Affair. Facebook, constructed when Channel Nine started its on 

air promotion of Underbelly, was regularly updated with interesting snippets of information, 

and of course there was engagement with and from online Facebook users.  Facebook users 

were able to respond to posts, reposting to others while encouraging friends to like the 

Underbelly Facebook page.   
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When Justice King banned the Underbelly television series from being aired on Channel 

Nine she also issued a blanket ban on the Underbelly website (backchannel) which resulted 

in a ban on Facebook Underbelly users. Justice King expressed concerns over the characters 

and their relationships which were displayed on the Underbelly website. Resulting in the 

Underbelly website being geo blocked throughout Australia (McCausland, 2009; 

Schaffarczyk, 2013). Ironically advertising using the cast of Underbelly (either for other 

Channel Nine shows or other advertiser’s products) was not banned.  Highlighting the 

judicial concerns about the Underbelly televisions series and its associated social media 

platforms while at the same time acknowledging the Victorian Courts’ decision, had  

limitations (Supreme Court of Victoria, Victorian Supreme Court of Appeal and Supreme 

Court of Victoria, 2008).   

But respondent Sam (screenwriter 14.7.09) admitted that “being in the news and court 

would have contributed to its (Underbelly) success”. However, Channel Nine and 

Underbelly gained free advertising after its banning through a number of various media 

sources, as well as through online forums where Supreme Court Justice King’s decision was 

criticised. And while the majority of comments were directed at King’s legal decision78  

there were also some comments which were mostly personal rather than being of a 

professional nature79. 

However regardless of Channel Nine’s intentions i.e. being part of an elaborate publicity 

stunt aimed at cashing in on the impending trial R v A, Underbelly, reported to have cost 

Channel Nine $15 million, would lose an “estimated $3.9 million” (Gregg and Wilson, 

2010) in lost advertising revenue when the program was banned in Victoria.  

                                                           
78 Justice would not be served, and guilty persons may even go free, were their counsel able to argue that juries’ decisions were 
coloured by fictionalised accounts of real events presently subject of criminal proceedings. I am sure that one of the questions that 
prospective jurors will be asked is whether they have viewed “Underbelly”. It will be easier to make up a panel were “Underbelly” not a 
complicating matter (Katz, 2008). 

 
79 It's ridiculous really, that it was banned here given that other media coverage of the events has not been banned. You could even buy 
the book of the series in K-mart! I guess the judge doesn't think we read here (Moonshadow 2008): the ban in Victoria really is a joke. 
They know we will download it. only way to stop it is to not show it anywhere (Silverspoon + 2008): Hey Betty, don’t you think it’s time 
to retire? That’s Just [sic] a thought that crosses my mind every time you hand down a sentence… (McNamara 2009): Old Judge Betty is 
past her use by date (a thought that went through my head years ago). She went through the usual woffle [sic] you hear from a lot of 
these old defence barristers who become judges (McNamara 2009). 
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To date, Victorians have only been able to legally view just six of the thirteen Underbelly 

episodes. 

While the advertising build up seems to set up the audience for a factional event, blending 

the real and fictional, for some observers the real point of the advertising claims, as well as 

the strategically scheduled broadcast, was to prompt the ban itself and effectively use the 

court to produce additional publicity through controversy and conflict. In this respect the 

judiciary itself appears to be an extension of entertainment media. Such were the thoughts of 

respondent Rowan (Queens Counsel, 23.04.09) who believed that Channel Nine would have 

known there was no way they could air Underbelly claiming: “It's pretty obvious that you 

can't have a re-enactment on television of a factual scene which is being portrayed in an on-

going trial. You can't do it …it was a publicity stunt. It's the only possible explanation.” 

(Rowan, Queens Counsel, 23.04.09) 

By creating what Daniel J. Boorstin (2012) describes as a pseudo-event, audiences are 

watching the Melbourne gangland war unfold through the media representations of 

Underbelly. Promotion of any program is the main way in which television channels 

encourage viewers to watch their shows, and in today’s media environment, television 

marketers need to use a “more scientific and tactical approach” to promote their products 

(Shimmel, 2012). Media companies need to maximise the benefits and costs associated with 

their productions, whether it is their out of pocket expenses spent on advertising on 

television or on any cross promotional opportunities they choose to become involved with. 

OzTAM is the official Australian source of television audience measurement80. OzTAM, 

since 2010, captures “All broadcast viewing through every TV set in panel households, 

whether the content is watched live or played back through the TV set within 28 days after 

the original broadcast”, ensuring  that networks have the opportunity to be more precise in 

measuring the impact of promotions on actual ratings (OzTAM Pty Ltd, 2014). While 

collection of this data is a costly exercise, it will create and maintain interest prior to the 

launch of a production.  “This is something that Screentime and Channel Nine were aware 

                                                           
80 Until 1991, AGB McNair provided television ratings data, covering only homes in Sydney and 
Melbourne. From 1991 until 2000, 'NielsenMedia Research Australia' was the company that 
measured television ratings, introducing People meters for the first time. Since 2001 OzTAM (an 
independent company owned by Australia’s major commercial broadcasters the Seven, Nine 
network and Network Ten) has been collecting and archiving data  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=AGB_McNair&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nielsen_N.V.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People_meter
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of and used to their best advantage, to gain not only audience interest resulting in a ratings 

win, but also an economic win through advertising and merchandising” (Gregg and Wilson, 

2010).  

Furthermore advertisers don't have a problem with the content of crime shows such as 

Underbelly (Vickery and Devlyn, 2009b) because they are aware that followers of crime 

genre shows are less likely to present any form of backlash against the advertisers of 

products, as they would not view the violence portrayed within these crime genre shows as 

being detrimental to society. Although crime shows such as Underbelly will have a high 

degree of nudity and violence, according to OzTAM they rate well (OzTAM Pty Ltd, 

2008, 2014).  And ratings can equate to advertising dollars, however there is no definitive 

proof that advertising within certain shows will encourage consumers to purchase certain 

advertised products. 

 Shirley Henderson (2007) observes there are two key considerations in creating and 

developing storylines in television drama for commercial television - firstly they need to 

attract large audiences and secondly, as a result of attracting large audiences, they attract 

revenue in the shape of advertising and sponsorship for the broadcasting company 

screening the shows. Henderson further states that, in this way television crime shows 

actually “deliver audiences for advertisers”. This desire to attract advertising dollars often 

results in marketing, publicity and advertising personnel acting as important consultants 

during the creation stage (Hesmondhalgh, 2005). Colbran (2014) indicates that The Bill 

attracted audiences of between 16 and 17 million in the early 1990’s, with a senior 

producer asserting:   

If you get good ratings, people tend not to be on your back because quite 

clearly, you know how to do it better than they do. And if they want to do it, 

they can bloody well do it. That was my attitude and so I simply wasn’t 

prepared to have anybody interfere (cited in Colbran, 2014, p. 124)
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Channel Nine was aware that there was a cult-like following of shows which reinforced 

the gangster mythology. By having a lavish Underbelly launch they were optimistic. 

Not only would they have a ratings win but also an economic win through advertising 

and merchandising. Therefore Channel Nine went all out when they held the Underbelly 

launch party.  

The Waterloo Hotel was chosen for the launch because not only had some of the 

characters actually drunk there, but also it had been used for many of the actual 

television scenes. “King Street and nightclubs had been the backdrop to scenes of 

extortion, violence, negotiation and a battle of wills” (Knox, 2008). Underbelly cast, 

crew and members of Victorian police’s Purana Task Force mixed with other Channel 

Nine personnel, including former Channel Nine CEO Eddie McGuire, who had initiated 

the Underbelly show, and current Channel Nine CEO David Gyngell. Once again the 

reality and fiction of Underbelly had become blurred. Not only was the Underbelly 

launch party providing another advertising/marketing opportunity to again craft  

Channel Nine in conjunction with Victorian Police, but it had two uniformed officers 

and a police car complete with flashing lights at the entrance of the Waterloo Hotel81. 

Not only had police been involved in the production phase of Underbelly they 

(Victorian Police) were part of the advertising/marketing campaign, and were adding 

legitimacy to the Underbelly production.   

Aftermath: accountability, audience, and influence 

Banning Underbelly in Victoria might have unwittingly added to the appeal of the series 

for many Australians, including Victorians able to access Underbelly via illegal online 

distribution networks.  By 10.50pm on February 12th, Victorians could download the 

first episode of Underbelly on bit torrent sites only twenty minutes after its conclusion 

in New South Wales (Defamer Australian Edition, 2008). Channel Nine was reported to 

have located the IP address of the first person to upload Underbelly and threatened legal 

action. This may have been to deter others from taking similar action. At the time of 

writing this thesis, no legal action82  has been taken. 

                                                           

81 Flinders Street Melbourne 

82 To the best of my knowledge 
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However illegal downloading was not the only issue Channel Nine would have to deal 

with: the weather was beyond anyone’s control. Due to storm activity, you if you lived 

in Geelong, about an hour’s drive west of Melbourne and ironically the home of Justice 

King, you could receive Underbelly via the Tasmanian transmission (Breen, 2008). If 

you lived on the border of South Australia or New South Wales you had access to that 

state’s broadcast; and if you happened to be in a particular hotel you may have even 

viewed it by satellite from Perth (Sharp et al., 2008).  This access had not only defied 

the suppression order it had also impinged on the Nine Network’s copyright. 

Although not legally binding outside the state of Victoria, the banning of the Underbelly 

mini-series caused confusion over the legitimacy of the Victorian judicial decision to 

ban it.  Proprietors of shops in the border towns of Mount Gambier83, Albury and 

Wodonga84 asked for identification before they would sell the Underbelly DVDs after it 

was released for purchase by the Nine Network (Walliker, 2008).  But in reality, 

Victorians who really wanted to buy the Underbelly DVDs only had to go to the 

Melbourne docks and buy a pirated copy for around $30 (H. Paget, 2008; Idato, 2008; 

Ziffer, 2008). And of course there were a large number of illegal pirated copies of the 

Underbelly series being sold for less than the original DVD series at other locations 

around Melbourne (Buttler, 2008). According to Mick Gatto, Des Monaghan queried 

him about the pirated copies “floating around Melbourne” (Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 

211). Gatto told Monaghan he had seen “a million copies out on the street” but he 

hadn’t been paid any commission fees (Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 211).  At the time of 

writing no one has been charged with the sale of pirated copies of Underbelly DVDs.    

Respondent Mitchel (actor, 16.03.09) believes:  

Cultural productions are a way of reminding us of our pasts (and thus learning 

from the past), reflecting the present and alerting us to possible futures (good 

and bad). Cultural productions can also contribute to our understanding of the 

worlds, experiences, lives, people, places and circumstances we have not 

encountered directly and thus engender a greater understanding and empathy for 

those who are different to us (Michael, actor, 16.03.09).  
                                                           

83 South Australia 

84 Albury - Wodonga are towns situated on and separated by the River Murray. Albury is situated in New 
South Wales while Wodonga is situated in Victoria.   
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Yet as previously discussed, Jamie (actor/ex-police officer, 25.04.09) and Joe (actor, 

26.02.10) both expressed concerns about their industry, its influence on Australian 

culture and its representation of criminals. Something respondent Doug (ex-police 

officer) also takes issue with:  

I don't like the glorification of crooks, I mean, unfortunately we live in a 

community...the Australian psyche unfortunately is one of making heroes from 

criminals...I mean we've done it with Ned Kelly and Ben Hall and the so called 

bushrangers. And yet if you go down to the archives of the National Library and 

sit down and read the newspapers from Euroa and Benalla around the time the 

Kellys were running around, I mean the community was absolutely terrified. 

You know, so all of that gets lost in the romanticism and that's what it becomes 

(Doug, ex-police officer, 12.09.09). 

With one unnamed Melbourne lawyer who had watched two early episodes stating that 

the program was too Americanised,  “you could say Pulp Fiction meets Lygon Street  is 

the way to describe the Underbelly series” (Barns 2008). 

Respondent Thomas (journalist, 27.02.10) agreed, “I felt that it was exploiting crime 

rather than contextualising it and reminding that crime isn’t about entertainment it’s 

about significant social harm. I thought a lot of the characters were romanticised and 

didn’t really conform to my picture of them”. Thomas also added “People don’t want to 

see what actually happens behind the scenes…rather a romanticised version of it and 

they got it”. Although the intention from Silvester and Rule and Screentime was not to 

glamourise the criminal lifestyle, unless they had any real knowledge of the Melbourne 

gangland war, audiences sometimes saw the lifestyle as being glamorous. As Chilli 

(driver, 11.02.11), a long time criminal associate of Williams acknowledged, “all they 

saw (in Underbelly) was fast cars and women…yes we had money but we were putting 

friends in the ground.”  

While Kat Stewart stated that she might not have been happy if she saw her life being 

played out, at no point throughout any interviews, either provided during my research or 

via alternate sourcing, did anyone involved express any regrets about being involved in 

this production. It meant a great deal for them to be able to produce a work that 

portrayed, with dignity, the families involved.  Although one actor raised concerns 
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about the lack of information provided to the audience about what part was fact and 

what part was crafted reality, all agreed that the rights of the accused to receive a fair 

trial must be adhered to. Drawing inspiration from the Melbourne gangland war and its 

subsequent news coverage, Screentime had not only made a successful television 

production, Underbelly, but the show was deemed to be too realistic to allow it to screen 

within Victorian jurisdictions. The concern for the Victorian judiciary was that the 

public were going to see on a weekly basis the humanising of real characters through 

the lenses of a scripted production. Supreme Court Justice Betty King was forced to ban 

the screening of Underbelly in the Victorian state if Evangelos ‘Ange’ Goussis was to 

receive a fair trial. 

In 2008 Underbelly was a landmark television series for Australia’s Nine Network. The 

impact of the Underbelly series on popular culture can be seen in a number of ways, 

such as changing people’s perception of a gangster’s lifestyle, language and branding of 

products. Underbelly was a glamorous look at the seedier side of town. Not only did 

promotional material entice audiences to seek out ways to get information about the 

Melbourne gangland war, the Underbelly series also impacted on popular culture by 

helping shape people’s perceptions of a gangster’s lifestyle and language. Underbelly 

might have been a glamorous look at the seedier side of town, yet the reality was very 

different.   

Respondent  Chilli (a former criminal associate of Carl Williams) stated that even after 

portraying murder(s), some young people (especially males) still viewed life as a 

criminal as being ideal; the ability to “party hard, sleep in, have lots of money to spend, 

beautiful cars and women...and many are wannabes” (Chilli,  2011). But reality and 

perception can be two different paradigms. Yes, Underbelly showed characters being 

murdered, but it did not depict the real gangster lifestyle, the time spent in prison or the 

bashings. Dr Stephen Downes85 asserts that the popularity of Underbelly and the 

dramatization of the Melbourne gangland war has resulted in marketable products, and 

these are re-presented as cultural icons and/or brands (Downes, 2007). Dr Downes states 

that the growing trend of turning people into commodities and brands has resulted in 

people wanting to associate themselves “with Carl Williams by wearing t-shirts (see 

images of t-shirts below) or somehow jumping on board and having a little bit of the 

                                                           

85 Marketing lecturer RMIT Melbourne  
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Carl Williams brand, or mystique, rub off on them” (AAP, 2008b). Both Dr Downes 

and Dr Merv Jackson86 stated that Underbelly resulted in people “reacting to the 

character of Carl Williams, rather than Williams himself” (AAP, 2008b). Underbelly 

had made a cult figure out of a criminal.  Most people would not associate with 

Williams in real life, but in Underbelly “they made him look angelic and a bit dopey… 

people think he’s not that scary” (AAP, 2008b).  Dr Jackson says, “There’s always a 

situation where criminals are adored” and Underbelly made many of the characters 

household names by entering their homes through television or other forms of media.  

Following the success of Underbelly Nova Radio (Victoria) May 2008 ran a promotion 

in which eight listeners toured Melbourne with Roberta Williams as part of a “gangland 

tour” while Channel Nine filmed the tour for its current affair program A Current Affair 

(Royall, 2008a).  The tour included a drive past the restaurant where Andrew ‘Benji’ 

Veniamin was shot by Gatto. Not everyone was happy with the radio promotion. Noel 

McNamara, spokesperson for the Victorian Crime Victims Support Association 

suggests that “the stunt was bizarre and disgusting”  (cited in Royall, 2008b).  This 

promotional tour was eventually taken over by a Melbourne based  tourist organisation 

and marketed here in Australia and overseas as the “Melbourne Gangland Tour87” (Go 

West Tours, 2009b).   

Memorabilia was another way for people or companies to make money from the 

Underbelly brand (graysonline.com, 2009; phive-stars, 2013).  In 2008 Roberta 

Williams launched a clothing label based around her former husband Carl. The  $50 t-

shirts featured slogans such as “Williams crew and Gangland War and feature images 

including bullet holes, handcuffs, a gun, a pile of powder on a scale and a tombstone” 

(Houlihan, 2008a). They are also printed with the number 35 (the number of years in 

prison Williams was sentenced to) and Carl’s prison number, 88986. An unknown seller 

on eBay sold t-shirts with the slogan “I roll with Carl” (see image below) above a semi-

automatic handgun with the words “You’ve seen the show, now get the shirt. Show 

your allegiance to one of Australia’s modern day gangsters” (AAP, 2008b). But it was 

not just the people who were portrayed in the series who traded on Underbelly’s 

reputation.  Silver Service Limousines stated on their website that you could hire their 

                                                           

86 Psychology lecturer RMIT Melbourne  

87 I visited Victoria and experienced this tour first hand 
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eight passenger Black Ford Ltd as featured in Underbelly [Episode 9 Suffer the 

Children] (Silver Service Limousines, 2009).   

Figure 7:  I roll with Carl t-shirts  

(Source: The Daily Telegraph, 2008) 

Barristers and other members of the criminal justice 

system benefitted from Underbelly too. Respondent   

Eric (barrister 22.4.09) stated he was defending several 

people who had watched the Underbelly production 

and were facing charges of making and supplying 

amphetamines. Respondent Eric explained, “They took it as a DIY manual on how to 

get into the drug business.”  Another example was Stephen Jennings, a fitter and turner 

who, according to his solicitor,  “fancied himself as a cast member of the TV crime 

series Underbelly when he trafficked drugs out of his mother’s house” (Hagan, 2009).  

His solicitor further added that his client was not a criminal mastermind but, “he did 

look up to the characters in Underbelly” (Hagan, 2009). Jennings also stated to police, 

“trafficking amphetamines made me feel like I was a somebody. It made me feel like 

the people of the TV series Underbelly” (Hagan, 2009)1.  

Peter Rule also modelled himself on characters from Underbelly. Victorian Detective 

Senior Sergeant Ron Iddles2 indicated, “He watched all the Underbelly series and for 

whatever reason he wanted to be a gangster. He spoke like a gangster, but he could 

never carry through what he actually said” (cited in Flower, 2009).  Iddles explained 

that Rule threatened a number of people in the Broadmeadows area before he 

disappeared in November 2009. Leonard Borg was found guilty of Rule’s murder in 

2012 (Unknown, 2012).   

Although crime is a popular genre choice, for some viewers their taste for violence on 

television varies not only by age but also by their ethnicity and gender: males are more 

likely to watch violent programming, however women have “the higher ratings for 

crime dramas” (Hamilton, 2000, p. 51).   Adding further to the debate on crime genre 

and audiences is a study undertaken by Neilson (cited in Fishman and Cavender, 1998). 

Neilson states that women are more likely to watch crime genre than men, something 

consistent with Australian audiences. According to Foxtel’s Crime and Investigation 
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Network, which was launched in 2005, “45 per cent of its viewers were women aged 

over 40” (cited in Vickery and Devlyn, 2009b). This trend is also supported by OzTAM 

which suggests that when it comes to non specific forms of drama, “gender, women 

make up a little over half of the television audience (53%), whereas men dominate the 

video viewing audience on the internet (61%) and on mobile phones (62%)” (OzTAM 

Pty Ltd, 2014). 

OzTAM, the Australian agency that collects television ratings on a weekly basis,    

figures that there is a large viewing audience and a fan base for crime genre shows 

(OzTAM Pty Ltd, 2008). OzTAM figures for Underbelly indicated that ratings would 

have been higher if the series had not been banned in Victoria88.  If the programme had 

not been banned in Victoria, and if the ratings for the prequel Underbelly: A Tale of 

Two Cities were any indication, then this “true” crime series may have been one of the 

highest rating Australian made programmes in recent times.  Underbelly consistently 

featured in the OzTAM top 20 report, reaching as high as number 10 in the week of 4th 

to the 10th April 2008. While these numbers may not be seen as significant indicators, 

had the Underbelly series been televised in Victoria, the figures could have been 

significantly higher.  For example, the unfettered Underbelly: A Tale of Two Cities was 

recorded eight times at number one in the OzTAM top 20 report during its screening89. 

During a sixteen week period in 2008, and again in 2009, the OzTAM top 20 

consistently featured a number of crime genre shows such as NCIS, The Force – Behind 

the Line, Border Patrol, City Homicide and CSI: Crime Scene Investigation; indicating 

that Australians are very interested in watching crime based drama (OzTAM Pty Ltd, 

2008).  According to L. J. Shrum in his 1998 American study into the effects of 

television, “Violence occurs about five times in an average hour and about 75% of 

prime time programs contain some sort of violence” (Shrum, 1998). 

Psychologist Dr Janet Hall is worried by the increasing popularity of gangster and crime 

shows. “We are escaping to a world where people break laws and have no social 

justice… We are fascinated by this as a concept and how people can be like that and 

expect to get away with it” (cited in Vickery and Devlyn, 2009b). Hall asserts that 

“older women remember the events depicted in such shows as Underbelly, Darklands 

                                                           
88 Studies  from OzTAM top 20 ranking report taken from week commencing 10.02.08 - 17. 05.08. 

89 Studies form OzTAM top 20 ranking report taken from week commencing 8 02.09 - 9. 05.09. 
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and CIA and are fascinated to see them re-enacted” (cited in Vickery and Devlyn, 

2009b).  But according to Hall, younger females are “intrigued by how the criminals 

lead outwardly ‘normal’ lives and have female partners who know of the crimes, but 

stick by their men” (cited in Vickery and Devlyn, 2009b). Hall expands on this by 

stating that women seem to empathise with the females in crime shows and how much 

they endure in the name of love. They “go to bed and sleep with relief” that it’s not 

them and in the case of Underbelly “50% of the audience was female” (cited in Vickery 

and Devlyn, 2009b). Furthermore, when television is saturated with crime, television 

boundaries blur and things we consider inappropriate can be justified as reasonable, 

with true crime shows becoming more appealing than fiction. But Crime Investigation 

Australia host Steve Lieberman admits he is surprised by how many women watch re-

enactments of horrific crimes shown in graphic detail, and when he asks if it is too 

confrontational, they reply, “Oh we watch all the re-enactments. Half the time we watch 

them though our fingers”  (Vickery and Devlyn, 2009a). 

But while young males watch less television than their female counterparts they “are 

more likely to consume large amounts of violent programming” (Hamilton, 2000, p. 54)  

with “70% of males” (Hamilton, 2000) admitting in a Times Mirror survey that they are 

interested in real crime programs that show crime and violence in violent situations, 

meaning that if advertisers/marketers want to reach young males, violent programming 

might be the way to reach them. And crime and violence is not just limited to Australian 

audiences, it has world wide appeal, something Channel Nine would use to recoup its 

production costs. 

Channel Nine distributed Underbelly internationally beginning with New Zealand. 

Underbelly was broadcast in New Zealand at the same time as it was in all Australian 

states (except Victoria).  However, unlike Australia where it was airing consistently in 

the Top 20,  New Zealand’s TV3 withdrew the show after three weeks because of poor 

ratings (Stuffco n.z., 2008) but  rescheduled it after demands from “more than 200” fans 

(Unknown, 2008a). Although TV3 recommenced Underbelly in the same timeslot, it 

was later moved to a later time because of its poor ratings.  TV3 senior publicist Nicole 

Wood suggests that some fans were outraged, therefore “we gave it a second showing, 

but it still didn't rate” (Gibson, 2008). But Underbelly’s lack of success in New Zealand 

did not deter Channel Nine from seeking other international distribution deals. 
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In April 2008 Channel Nine signed an international distribution deal with Fox 

International Channels and Portman Film and Television for Underbelly (Series 1) 

(DRG, no date; Unknown, 2008b; Fox International Channels, 2014) This distribution 

deal would allow Underbelly to be broadcast to a large number of countries, including 

Scandinavia, Canada, France, Korea, Portugal, Russia and Germany. Scottish 

commercial broadcaster  STV (STV, 2009a) and Republic of Ireland  TV3 also 

broadcast Underbelly as did US satellite television service DirecTV (Idato).  David 

Gyngell (CEO Channel Nine ) stated, “To say we are pleased is an understatement - we 

are delighted that the series will gain international audiences and global recognition” 

(Unknown, 2008b). 

The Underbelly franchise would continue until 2014, when Screentime representative  

Kirsty Mcleod 90contacted Rule and Silvester via email, “explaining that because 

Underbelly had exceeded a limit of 65 episodes allowed under a tax concession, there 

would be no more (Underbelly)” (Le Grand, 2013). When Screentime (2006) acquired 

the rights to use Leadbelly and be given access to Silvester and Rule’s sources, Silvester 

and Rule “would provide material for the script and in exchange be given a share of the 

profits and a valuable ‘in association’ credit enabling them to promote book sales off the 

series” (Le Grand, 2013). This decision by Screentime means that Silvester and Rule 

will not be able to play any part or claim any rights to any future works made by 

Screentime, despite their involvement and contribution to the Underbelly franchise. 

Furthermore, Silvester and Rule claim that Screentime's decision to bury Underbelly 

would cost them “$90,000 in new book sales worth $625,000, loss of sales of existing 

Underbelly titles worth $225,000 and well-paid appearances on the speaking circuit.”  

(Le Grand, 2013). But it was not just the book sales that Silvester and Rule were 

concerned about, it was also lost revenue from speaking engagements which, based on 

previous years, had netted around $60,000 (Le Grand, 2013).  

In 2013 Silvester and Rule lodged documents in the Australian Federal Court accusing 

Screentime of breach of contract, misleading and deceptive conduct and infringement of 

copyright, however that was not enough to stop Screentime producing another 

Melbourne gangland story Fat Tony and Co. (2014) based on Liam Houlihan’s3 book 

Bigwig.  
                                                           
90 Screentime’s head of legal and business affairs. 
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Drawing inspiration from the Melbourne gangland war and its subsequent news 

coverage, Screentime had not only made a successful television production, Underbelly, 

but the show was deemed to be too realistic to allow it to screen within Victorian 

jurisdictions. The concern for the Victorian judiciary was that the public were going to 

see on a weekly basis the humanising of real characters through the lenses of a scripted 

production. Supreme Court Justice Betty King was forced to ban the screening of 

Underbelly in the Victorian state if Evangelos ‘Ange’ Goussis was to receive a fair trial. 

While actor Kat Stewart stated that she might not have been happy if she saw her life 

being played out, at no point throughout any interviews, either provided during my 

research or via alternate sourcing, did anyone involved express any regrets about being 

involved in this production. It meant a great deal for them to be able to produce a work 

that portrayed, with dignity, the families involved.  Although one actor raised concerns 

about the lack of information provided to the audience about what part was fact and 

what part was crafted reality, all agreed that the rights of the accused to receive a fair 

trial must be adhered to. 

Underbelly won 7 awards, 2008 Australian Film Industry (AFI) Awards (Australian 

Film Institute, 2008) and also won three 2009 Logie Awards (AAP, 2009) [See 

Appendix 4].  

Throughout this chapter I have discussed the many ways that the Underbelly production 

team engaged with and made an effort to emulate the real, both by drawing on news 

media imagery and also the familiar codes of verisimilitude from crime genres. 

Additionally, the direction given to actors has resulted in Underbelly not just imitating 

real people but finding and communicating their humanity to the audience. Finally, I 

have discussed how a business partnership such as that between Silvester and Rule and 

Screentime comes down to money - the very thing that started the Melbourne gangland 

war. I now turn to Chapter Five - Police: The Eye of Authority and discuss the role the 

police played in crafting social reality, while at the same time adding legitimacy to 

Underbelly the television series.   
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Chapter 5 - Police: The Eye of Authority91  

Police representations in crime television shows are often romanticised, with police 

being portrayed as heroic, professional crime fighters (Reiner, 2000; Dowler, 2003; 

DeGarmo, 2010; Surette, 2011a). Mawby (2003) indicates that police are continually 

looking at ways to legitimise their role, which has resulted in a new level of engagement 

between the media and policing. As a consequence, since the 1980’s the police have 

become more actively engaged in helping to promote and protect their image, with 

specialised media units being formed throughout various jurisdictions including the UK 

and Australia. Therefore, a positive representation of police and policing in crime 

television shows maintains public confidence in the police organisation.  Lee and 

McGovern (2014) indicate that police are essentially becoming pseudo news producers, 

changing the way policing images are manufactured and produced. They further assert, 

“The policing we increasingly view is thus simulated policing - the images of policing 

produced by police, have become policing” (Lee and McGovern, 2014). However police 

involvement as images producers of policing also results in media images of crime and 

criminality being viewed through police lenses. As Elena l. DeGarmo discusses:   

The police's function as the primary definers of crime renders nearly invisible 

other sources of information. The perspectives of other legal and criminal justice 

actors on crime or specific criminal incidents are relegated to the distant 

background (DeGarmo, 2010, p. 22). 

 As the history of television makes clear, it has been common practice for North 

American, British and Australian crime television shows to use police as technical 

consultants, starting with the series Dragnet which aimed to “to produce a real 

television show about real policemen” (Lam, 2013, p. 77). Crime television shows have 

emphasised their verisimilitude in the treatment of policing a crime being important to 

the way they entertain audiences. A police consultant will ensure that the crime 

television show’s storyline is accurate, ensure police jargon is correct, and that technical 

skills such as holding a gun and interview techniques are all authentic. However 

                                                           
91 The Homicide Authors Creed: No greater honour will ever be bestowed on an officer, or a more profound duty imposed on him, 
than being entrusted with the investigation of the death of a human being. It is his duty to find the facts, regardless of colour or 
creed, without prejudice, and to let no power on earth deter him from presenting these facts to the court without regard to 
personality (Bezzina and Collins, 2010). 
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dramatic licence will be applied where writers/creators feel it is necessary. The presence 

of a police technical consultant is also considered to be proactive on the part of the 

production companies “to avoid some CSI guy or police officer calling the network to 

complain about any inaccuracies associated with their images of police procedure” 

(DA92 cited in Lam, 2013, p. 78). Additionally, police technical consultants will provide 

story ideas and information about cases, thereby helping shape public perceptions about 

police, policing, crime and criminality.  

 Unlike in North America, the UK television producers did not employ police technical 

advisors until they started making the program, The Bill (1984). Police technical 

consultants ensured accuracy and realism. At first the producers of The Bill and the 

Metropolitan Police had a reciprocal relationship, with producers and creative directors 

being able to borrow police uniforms, vehicles, story ideas and even being able to film 

on Metropolitan Police grounds. The Bill offered publicity for the Metropolitan Police 

and “on occasion writers were loaned to the Metropolitan Police service for officers to 

practice interviewing techniques” (Colbran, 2014a, p. 216) on offenders during their 

training.  Although Lam (2013) asserts that police technical consultants in North 

America tend to suppress negative police imagery, Colbran (2104a) indicates this did 

not generally happen on The Bill. Instead The Bill chose to emphasis authenticity, 

resulting in some storylines being about police corruption. This may have resulted in the 

breakdown of the working relationship between the producers of The Bill and the 

Metropolitan Police, because in the early 2000’s the Metropolitan Police began to 

charge The Bill for location access and the loan of police uniforms Colbran (2014a).  

This breakdown indicates that the increasingly controversial storylines might have made 

the Metropolitan Police Service consider that The Bill was no longer a suitable or even a 

believable vehicle through which to publicise itself or any new policing initiatives, 

while also enabling The Bill to be less dependent on the Metropolitan Police, giving the 

writers more scope with characters and plots.   

Historically Australian crime dramas such as Homicide (1964-1977), were based on 

specific or real cases and have included some form of police involvement, albeit as 
                                                           

92 DA is the initials given by Lam (2013) to one of the showrunners. The term showrunner appears to be 
unique to North America and is still an unfamiliar term in countries such as the UK and Australia. Unlike 
the executive producer of a show who is ultimately responsible for the show’s financial decision, the 
showrunner is in charge of the writers room.   
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consultants or as extras in the production. Underbelly was no exception. Australians 

have become all too familiar with the crime narrative of good versus evil in which good 

prevails. And those who are victorious in battle are those who relate the narrative to 

others.  Attempting to recreate crime as entertainment has resulted in various 

stakeholders actually recreating reality from their own perspective (Bourdieu, 1998). 

Australian police have been involved in many television crime shows such as Homicide, 

Division 4, Water Rats and Blue Murder as consultants or advisors. Marianne Colbran 

(2011) suggests that this process is not unique to Australian television crime shows 

because the British police show The Bill used police advisors throughout its production. 

Furthermore, Colbran asserts that the police advisors were a source of contact for 

writers, enabling them to obtain new storylines or to simply shadow the work of police 

officers “in order to give verisimilitude to their fictional depictions of police work” 

(Colbran, 2011).  

In the case of the Melbourne gangland war (as depicted in Underbelly) the victors were 

the Victoria Police Force, or more specifically the Purana Task Force. Purana had been 

tasked with bringing the Melbourne gangland war to an end4. Underbelly provided 

television audiences with a crafted realty which was defined through the lenses of the 

Victoria Police, particularly past and current members of the Purana Task Force. Their 

involvement was varied - from acting as consultants, providing transcripts, case studies 

and other material including footage of criminals and criminal activities - to playing 

themselves in several of the Underbelly scenes. These actions have resulted in Victoria 

Police therefore becoming primary definers of the crafted reality. 

While Chapter One - Faction: Images, Realities and Social Construction discussed the 

historical recreation of crime by examining the complex relationships of crime as 

entertainment, Chapter Four - Underbelly: A Case Study in Cultural Production 

discussed how Underbelly was created in such a way as to maximise the television 

audience’s engagement, however this would not have been possible without the support 

and cooperation of the Victoria Police Service. This chapter, Chapter Five - Police: The 

Eye of Authority, will focus on the involvement of police in television crime productions 

and their role in shaping social reality, albeit a partial one. Throughout this chapter, I 

will draw on data obtained through interviews to address issues about police 

involvement in crime productions such as Underbelly, discuss whether this involvement 
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results in the police becoming primary definers of realty and whether police 

involvement helps legitimise the production of shows such as Underbelly.     

Purana Task Force  

Like all large public sector organisations, Victoria Police need to respond to ever 

changing demographic, economic, social and technological environments (State 

Government of Victoria, 2011). In the l990s new structuring within the Victoria Police 

Force caused many long-serving police officers to feel apprehension about their 

positions, especially the members of the Victoria Homicide Squad. Initially the 

Melbourne gangland killings were investigated by the Victoria Police Homicide Squad 

because police had refused to accept that there was a gang war. Former Victorian Police 

Commissioner Christine Nixon asserted that, “It was a set of what appeared to be 

initially isolated groups who were really fighting over turf and it's only really in 

hindsight when you go back and look at all of the connections, and that's what the 

Purana Taskforce did” (Attard and Nixon, 2009). Laine Lister (2009) suggests that if a 

homicide investigation becomes larger than the resources available, then a “major 

crime” will be declared, resulting in the invocation of the “Task Force Policing Plan, 

which means that the entire investigation will be thoroughly documented” (Lister, 

2009). In an attempt to bring down those who were involved in the deaths of at least 

thirty criminals in Melbourne, former Victorian Police Commissioner Christine Nixon 

asserted that creating the Purana Task Force93 “with Simon Overland and others leading 

was just a far more effective way (to combat the murders). And once we put major 

resources, we also got significant increase in police powers which were an important 

part for us as well to be able to deal with organised crime” (Attard and Nixon, 2009). 

She added there had been one significant murder which had been the catalyst for her:  

Well look I think it was really the situation that for many people 

in our community as well as me really was when two individuals 

were shot and there were children in the car5 and it just, up until 

that point we obviously had been working on it, but I said at that 

point to my Deputy Commissioner and the Assistant 

Commissioner “that's enough, whatever this takes we have to 
                                                           
93 Underbelly Episode 9 [Earning a Crust] showed that Purana Task Force formed after the murder of Nick Radev. 
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put all the resources we possibly can into that to be able to deal 

with it”  (cited in Attard and Nixon, 2009). 

 

With its formation, Task Force Purana was given the manpower, money and resources 

to bring down the prime movers in what the media had started to name the “Melbourne 

gangland war”. But “politicians, self-styled media experts and cynics within the force 

gave Purana little chance of infiltrating the underworld’s code of silence” (Le Grand, 

2008). Instead there was a large amount of criticism from media, calling for a royal 

commission (Silvester, 2013). While the public aren’t always privy to police operations 

“such invisibility permits the officers the freedom to interpret their role and provides for 

high autonomy but low accountability” (Office of Police Integrity, 2010, p. 17).   

However in Victoria there had been a number of police rotations at all levels, with Chief 

Commissioner Simon Overland stating, “Essentially the reasons are about 

organisational need... but it's also about development, and the best of developmental 

opportunity we can give people is often moving them into other roles” (Wilkinson and 

Flower, 2009). This police rotation was particularly controversial during the time of the 

Melbourne underworld war, where a number of highly respected senior sergeants who 

had investigated around 800 murders in their time at homicide were passed over for the 

newly formed Purana Task Force. Five of those passed over “served more than half 

their time at the squad as senior sergeants in charge of investigation teams, but have 

been caught up in a policy claimed to be in the best interests of skill development and 

succession planning” (2009). Overland did admit the police had “dropped the ball” 

(cited in Silvester and Rule, no date) early on in the investigations, but when Task Force 

Purana formed it resulted in them (police) being able to make connections and put 

pressure on associates of those involved, such as Carl Williams and “the runner”.94 

While Purana Task Force would undergo many changes throughout the next decade, in 

the factionalised Underbelly Purana Task Force only added, never removed members, 

as it swiftly brought Melbourne gangland players to justice and silenced its critics. 

                                                           

94 Name withheld by a court order issued by the Victorian Supreme Court 
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Superintendent Andrew Allen95 acquired the “hottest job in policing at the time” 

(Santic, 2014, p. 29) when he took command of the Purana Task Force in 2003. Allen 

stated that Purana Task Force received many comments during his time, such as, “Why 

would you bother investigating crims shooting crims? Why bother? Just let them shoot 

themselves and fall by the wayside” (cited in Australian Broadcasting Commission, 

2007). This was something Victoria Police Chief Simon Overland confirmed: “For a 

while there was a level of acceptance that this is what happens. It has been suggested to 

me that the police don't care because it is only criminals killings criminals, which is not 

something we subscribe to” (cited in Silvester and Rule, no date). Respondent Doug 

(ex-police officer, 03.12.08) agreed: “Well it's probably the way it gets portrayed but 

that's not the reality”.  

Allen stated that media headlines at the time were “at times demoralising and created 

quite an amount of angst in the task force area, only because you knew that you were 

actually working towards a goal and some of this stuff would really thwart you at times” 

(cited in Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2007). But it was all about perception, 

respondent Doug stated: 

So the media get on to it, the government get on to it, the 

government tell the police they need to put some assets in 

there... But why wasn't there a visible police presence there in 

the first place? If there's a problem deal with it, don't wait for it 

to become a huge issue. (Respondent Doug, 03.12.08) 

 

Respondent Doug had been a serving police detective when he took charge of Purana 

Task Force; he had been given unlimited resources, including a trip to America to speak 

with specialised American gang units. Although respondent Doug considered the gang 

unit trip as important, this was never shown in Underbelly.     

Look I was lucky that I was given the opportunity, you know, I 

was given a free run, I was given the money and the resources to 

do what I knew needed doing. And I gave them an undertaking 

that I would achieve certain outcomes and I achieved those 

                                                           

95 Superintendent Andrew Allen set up the Purana Task Force, a special unit charged with solving 
Melbourne's bloodiest gang murders, in 2003. 
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outcomes, and that's why I left at the end of it, because I thought 

“well I've done everything I set out to do”. (Respondent Doug, 

03.12.08) 

 

Furthermore, respondent Doug added that the lack of police independence had resulted 

in the Purana Task Force team experiencing both high and lows. Allen would later 

assert that his “ultimate reward or high” was “seeing that all the hard work including 

intelligence gathering and pressure placed on the organisation paid off at the end. The 

Purana task force was able to take out major players and in turn prevent murders” (cited 

in Santic, 2014, p. 29).   

For Detective Inspector Gavin Ryan (who took over from Allen) his lowest point in the 

Purana Task Force had occurred after the murder of Lewis Moran, when he thought, “is 

this escalating out of control?” (cited in Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2007). 

Police, and more specifically Task Force Purana, had not been keeping watch on Lewis 

Moran when he was gunned down, however they had warned Moran to change his 

routine as he was in danger. But Moran ignored this advice, choosing instead to 

maintain his routine96. As Overland clarified:  

Purana taskforce has extensive resources devoted to 

surveillance... it is impossible to keep track of suspects who 

have spent their lives perfecting ways of avoiding police. We 

cannot conduct surveillance in order to protect somebody. We 

can only protect people who want protection and who are 

prepared to work with us. That has not been the case  (cited in 

Skelton, 2004). 

 

Although in Underbelly there appeared to be little cooperation between the police and 

the criminals, in reality many inducements are offered to criminals in return for their 

testimony against a rival or boss. Former chief of Purana, retired detective Jim O'Brien, 

                                                           
96Underbelly Episode 12 [Best Laid Plans]: Lewis Moran was gunned down and Judy Moran enters the hotel, pushes past the 
police and says, “You should have protected him, you bloody useless Jacks, you’re all bloody useless”. 

Reality: While Lewis Moran was gunned down in this style Lewis was separated from Judy and living with another woman - neither 
one of them was anywhere near the murder scene.     
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defended the inducements offered to criminals in return for their testimonies: “While 

police might find it distasteful to have to deal with such individuals, it was necessary to 

do so at the time to secure convictions”. Her Honour Victorian Supreme Court Judge 

Betty King, who presided over most of the gangland murder trials, called this co-

operation “getting on the bus” (cited in Shand and Le Grand, 2012). O’Brien 

acknowledged that the inducement does not always occur, as the judge can change or 

cast aside any inducements made at the time of sentencing. But while the public wants 

to see police clean up the streets, these inducements, regardless of when they occur, will 

be part of the police cultural landscape.  

While Lois Baker (2008) suggests policing involves working in a “psychologically 

stressful work environment filled with danger, high demands, ambiguity in work 

encounters, human misery and exposure to death” (cited in ScienceDaily, 2008), P.A. 

Collins and A.C.C. Gibbs (2003) suggest that some of the stressors police face are often 

from outside the force, resulting in “20% of workers (police) feel(ing) ‘very’ or 

‘extremely’ stressed at work” (Collins and Gibbs, 2003, p. 256). Bezzina suggests that 

“a police officer can’t afford a bad day because the ramifications can be enormous - it 

could be the difference between lives being saved or lost. Indeed, the responsibility and 

accountability demanded of police is right at the apex - as it must be” (cited in Bezzina 

and Collins, 2010, p. 11).   

Female police officers may also be under more stress than their male counterparts. “It's 

still basically a male occupation, and women can feel socially isolated on the job. Also, 

most women have more home responsibilities to worry about - family, child care” (cited 

in ScienceDaily, 2008). Actress Caroline Craig, who portrayed Detective Jacqui James 

in Underbelly, spoke to women who had been part of the Purana Task Force about the 

issues faced by women police officers and “the juggling act required to combine family 

life and the high workload... She was in high demand and informers would be 

contacting her 24/7... raising three kids and trying not to let the job invade her private 

life” (Le Grand, 2008). There was very little mention of family for Detective Jacqui 

James, however in Underbelly [Episode 12: Best Laid Plans] in one instance James 

refers to a saying her son uses97 and the other instance is when Butterworth dies 

                                                           
97 Underbelly Episode 12 [Best Laid Plans]: The day before the shooting of Lewis Moran, the shooter and his associate sit drinking 
in the local pub frequented by Moran. On the day of the shooting, on surveillance the image of a yin and yang tattoo on the hand 
of the shooter is identified by Snr Det. Butterworth. “Why go there the day before?” someone asks. “To throw us off” 
(Butterworth).  James replies, “What a stupid head as my six-year-old would say.” 
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[Episode 13: Team Purana]: she leaves work to go home quickly then return to Purana 

Task Force.  

Police transcripts and surveillance  

In times gone past police collected intelligence information when they were out and 

about on the beat; however today they also have the ability to collect intelligence data 

through more technical means, such as wire taps and bugging devices (Strzelecki, 

2011). Although the method of collection has changed, it is still one of the most 

laborious jobs of policing, listening to the bugging devices which are used as a means of 

catching criminal conversations. Senior Sergeant Rowland Legg (Operation Dozer) was 

on call when the murder of Moran and Barbaro occurred. He was met with a “bloody 

mess” and he knew that they were going to be facing a long slog using the kinds of 

methodical checking required. It was “painstaking, repetitive work that threated to turn 

the Operation Dozer investigators’ eyes square” (Buttler, 2013). Operation Dozer police 

spent hours looking over surveillance. “Grainy black and white CCTV footage from the 

back of the Cross Keys Hotel was analysed for many hours, until they isolated a white 

van, seemingly being used to case the area and later dropping off someone they were to 

conclude was the gunman” (Buttler, 2013), before the murders were taken from 

Operation Dozer and handed to the newly formed Task Force Purana. Underbelly 

[Episode 9: Suffer the Children] saw the formation of the Purana Task Force (2003) 

after the murder of Jason Moran and Pasquale Barbaro, just as had occurred in reality, 

which resulted in the task force increasing from twenty-nine officers to fifty-five. 

The formation of Task Force Purana allowed resources such as wire and telephone taps 

to be made with greater ease and frequency. Silvester stated:   

The Purana Task Force virtually dominated the technical capacity of the entire 

crime department, with many detectives in other areas quietly grumbling that 

their investigations were put on hold after Overland ordered the gangland 

detectives were to be given priority” (Silvester, 2007).  

For Task Force Purana, it meant they were able to track and monitor criminal activities 

and make connections between associates, something not done previously. In real life 
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just as in Underbelly, the officers of Task Force Purana felt like they were finally 

achieving what had been considered impossible. While sometimes the listening in on 

calls and bugs was very mundane, according to respondent Lachlan (serving police 

officer, 01.06.11), “sometimes they’d seem like you and me talking football and stuff 

and then you’d hear something which was more interesting” (Lachlan, serving police 

officer, 01.06.11). In 2003 Task Force Purana had a breakthrough when police 

surveillance became aware of an intended murder, with the victim later identified as 

Michael Marshall. Detective Inspector Ryan clarified what had occurred: 

It was a Saturday evening. I had come into work because we were doing another 

covert operation. We knew something was going on; we just didn't know what. 

And then a fairly chilling series of conversations where it was obvious that a hit 

was about to occur and we couldn't do anything about it ( ABC 2008).  

The runner had located the tracking and listening device that Task Force Purana had 

placed in his car. But instead of removing and disposing of it, the runner drove to Carl 

Williams, showed it to Williams, who said “I don’t care, we’re doing the job”.  

As the “runner’s car” was approaching their intended victim the electronics failed, 

resulting in Task Force Purana not actually hearing the events until an 000 call came in 

to police. The victim was later identified as Michael Marshall, who was murdered in 

front of his son. Marshall’s murder was just one of the murders associated with the real 

Melbourne underworld killings. Underbelly [Episode 10: Scratched] showed the murder 

of Marshall as per the transcripts, including the locating of the listening device and the 

failure of the listening device (Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2008). 

 During their investigation Task Force Purana would log a staggering 500,000 telephone 

conversations, most of them consisting of the inarticulate ramblings of would-be 

gangsters. They used listening devices to bug suspects for “53,000 hours and conducted 

22,000 hours of physical surveillance” (Silvester, 2007b). All screenwriters, actors and 

production crew of Underbelly were given access to the transcripts or footage of the real 

characters as a means of ensuring that the crafting of reality was as authentic as 

possible. According to respondent Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) access to the 

transcripts helped craft the reality. 
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I’ll tell you one thing that I would say about the reality of having 

been there... it wasn’t with the cooperation of the characters: it 

came largely through the police... and what they wrote in 

transcripts and what could be seen to glean from their stories. So 

it has a slightly, sometimes remote quality per line, and the 

language was not always believable so, yeah, but within that 

was a wonderful production within its limitations I thought 

(Respondent Brian, 02.12.08). 

Police involvement 

While the television series Homicide may have contributed towards humanising police, 

contemporary shows such as Underbelly are more likely reflect society’s changing 

attitudes to crime, criminality and policing.  Similarly to that of the UK, Australian 

society had become much more critical of policing in recent years and alleged police 

corruption, with at least one state conducting a formal commission into police 

misconduct in 198798(Crime and Misconduct Commission and Queensland 

Government, no date; Mawby, 2003; Skelton and Shiel, 2004). For many of the real life 

players in the Melbourne gangland war, their lives were already part of the cultural 

domain through various media formats. The Melbourne gangland war had been reported 

in local, national print and broadcast media. In addition to this, there had been several 

books written about the events and characters. Pierre Bourdieu asserts that the media 

plays a major role in what people view as important and newsworthy, “our news 

anchors…  our talk show hosts… are always telling us what we should think about, 

what they call social problems” (Bourdieu, 1998; Bourdieu and Nice, 2007). The media 

makes criminals into celebrities, both romanticising them, making them larger than life, 

but also normalising them. For example Underbelly  Episode 9: Suffer the Children  

shows Jason Moran taking his children to a Saturday morning football clinic, something 

which occurs in many households. Audiences can often relate to the criminal celebrity 

by recognising common traits that they can identify with. This normalisation process 

results in not only viewing the celebrity criminal to be like us but also “enhancing 

                                                           
98In May 1987 Acting Queensland Premier Bill Gunn ordered a commission of inquiry after the media 
reported possible police corruption involving illegal gambling and prostitution.  Tony Fitzgerald QC was 
appointed to lead the "Commission of Inquiry into Possible Illegal Activities and Associated Police 
Misconduct", known as the Fitzgerald Inquiry. 
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public esteem” (Rojek, 2001, p.17)    Respondent John (journalist, 11.09.09) expressed 

concerns about this trend of romanticising criminals and crime. He “felt that it 

(Underbelly) was exploiting crime rather than contextualising it and reminding that 

crime isn’t about entertainment it’s about significant social harm.” He articulated: 

Underbelly, the TV series, followed a series of books and they 

are pretty much in the same vein, and the Victorian media in its 

reporting of crime and violence let the public down to some 

degree because I look back and I wonder why nothing was done, 

whereas in Queensland there was a determined effort to bring 

about a new start for the Queensland Police... the TV programs 

such as Underbelly add an appetite to the vicarious 

entertainment. The fact is that it can lead to bad public policy 

and our jails are full to overflowing at the moment. (John, 

journalist, 11.09.09) 

 

As discussed in Chapter Four: Underbelly: A Case Study in Cultural Production, actors 

such as respondent Joe (actor, 30.08.09) also expressed similar concerns about police 

and crime portrayal on television.  

However respondent Doug (ex-police officer, 03.12.08) was initially happy to be 

associated with Underbelly:  

I was asked for input in relation to Underbelly, as a production, 

purely on a basis of the knowledge of basically 

methamphetamine production across Victoria and Australia. 

And I saw it as an opportunity for them to highlight the dangers 

of it, although that probably didn't come across to me. I'm yet to 

see the movie but I understand they had a mock lab set up and 

that sort of thing (Doug, ex-police officer, 03.12.08). 

 

 But over time, Doug has changed his thoughts about Underbelly and police portrayal, 

stating:  



…178… 

It's not fair to policing at all... it portrays policing as a bunch of 

absolute numbskulls that just trip around and fall over things by 

accident and that there's no science or professional ability 

involved in it at all, which is absolute rubbish (Doug, ex-police 

officer, 03.12.08). 

 

Huey (2010) in her study into police perceptions of crime asserts, “CSI makes us look 

like idiots when we go to scenes, because they all think that they know exactly where a 

fingerprint can be found and what technique to do” (cited in Colbran, 2014b, p. 27). 

One of Colbran’s respondents stated, “We don’t have that many cards left in our deck at 

all. So why do we tell the whole world how to do this, how to avoid that. If you’re 

gonna show that sort of thing, could you at least send them down the wrong path?” 

(cited in Colbran, 2014b, p. 6). 

Respondent Doug also added: 

And the way they portrayed people in it... I'm only going on 

what I've been told... on principle I haven't watched it.6   

At the end of the day people don't think about that, they just 

think about what they see on telly and that subconscious 

becomes... you know... perception becomes reality for them. So 

that's why I disagree with it. It's not fair to policing at all. 

I’m against it overall because I think all it does is glorifying... at 

the end of the day... all it does it glorify crooks. It makes the life 

of a crook look attractive to young people who are easily 

influenced. I mean I've had people in their professional lives that 

come up to me... you know, corporate functions... and go, “You 

were in Purana, what about that bit when they...” and you think, 

“Hang on a minute, that didn't happen at all.” So perception 

becomes reality for these people, whether you like it or not. 

(Doug, ex-police officer, 03.12.08) 

 

But interviewee Doug did believe (as a former serving police officer) that Justice King 

made the right decision by banning Underbelly in Victoria. He stated:  
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Whether you like them, or dislike criminals, at the end of the 

day they're entitled to a fair trial under the system. And the other 

thing is really, if you have someone convicted at a trial you want 

to have it done fairly and squarely so that there's never any 

comeback to say, “Well... hang on, I was only convicted because 

of this or whatever.” If you have a fair trial, if you have your 

day in court, you're now in jail because you should be and the 

police did not trip over the information that got them (criminals) 

there (Doug, ex-police officer, 03.12.08). 

 

Nevertheless, there were police consultants on the Underbelly set who were giving 

advice to writers and actors, which added to the authenticity and helped craft reality in 

the factional production. Detective Sergeant Stuart Bateson gave a large amount of 

advice while a consultant on the set. He advised the actors about how to hold a gun, fire 

rounds off, and about the general demeanour and status of a police detective. Detectives 

are given a large amount of autonomy in how they spend their time, resulting in them 

often not advising their superiors until it becomes a need-to-know basis, and Bateson 

was able to convey this to the actors and scriptwriter. Bateson was represented in the 

composite Police Detective Steve Owens, who in Underbelly [Episode 13: Team 

Purana] finds himself and his girlfriend threatened with death during intercepted phone 

conversations by Williams to his then wife Roberta. Not only did Bateson add 

authenticity to the actions of a detective, he also had given insight into the vulnerability 

of police officers, especially those who are involved in high profile cases99.  

Respondent Roger (police research officer, 23.04.09) expressed concerns about the 

involvement of police in television productions: “TV representations of policing have 

been very important in helping to shape people's ideas about the police” Roger was 

concerned. “I was amazed that Vic Pol placed a sworn officer full time with the TV 

program makers (they paid for the salary and on-going costs) and helped advise on the 

police image to be delivered” (Respondent Roger, 23.04.09). He further added concerns 

about the way “this sort of thing (Underbelly) misrepresents through lack of criticality 
                                                           
99 Williams told his wife “if Bateson comes looking for me, pull out the gun from under the mattress and fucking shoot (Bateson) 
in the head” (Morton, 2004). 
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the warts-and-all complexity of modern policing” (Respondent Roger, 23.04.09). But 

Australian police at both state and federal levels have over several decades been not 

only consultants, but have also played extras alongside the actors. This was also a 

concern for Roger: “Police should stick to policing and not lend a spurious credibility to 

TV fiction through acting as extras” (Respondent Roger, 23.04.09).  

Respondent Daniel (scriptwriter, 26.09.09) had been involved in the Blue Murder series 

and admitted that most of the police officers who played police officers were police 

officers... “I’m not totally sure how police officers protect the casting process; at certain 

times we got younger police officers talking to me about what they’d seen or read up on 

the screenplay and they’d liked what they’d read... One of the scenes in Blue Murder 

where a guy playing an officer comes in and invests in the scene, all the cops at the 

counter were cops” (Daniel, screenwriter, 26.09.09). Unlike respondent Roger, Daniel 

was unaware of who had paid the police wages during the time they were extras on Blue 

Murder. 

Police are often represented within television because the media wants to portray them 

(police) in a particular way. Respondent Roger discussed an approach made to him by a 

reality television company; “I know it’s not the same thing but I decided against police 

involvement” (Respondent Roger, 23.04.09). Roger was later told just what he had 

suspected: “they (the show’s producers) manipulated the footage”100. And while 

Underbelly was not going to be a reality based crime show, there were still editors and 

advisors who were able to manipulate the information and characters represented.  

According to respondent Brian, 

There was a certain amount of official cooperation (Underbelly) 

and there was probably a little more unofficial cooperation 

where if they had a question they could get it asked to the right 

person. I think the police were very careful not to be seen to be 
                                                           

100 Roger had been approached by a documentary production company who wanted to orchestrate a specific police recruit to be 
stationed in a specific area after graduation from the Police Academy. When he refused to station a particular recruit to a specific 
station known for dealing with a number of serious issues, the production crew approached the relevant commander within the 
required police station without informing the police commander that permission had been withdrawn to film within any police 
stations. The production crew placed cameras and microphones throughout the station. This was ‘not questioned at the station 
because they had been advised authorisation was in place’ and had been provided with ‘written proof giving permission to shoot 
footage within a police station’; however they did not advise that permission had been withdrawn ‘so it’s not always the police 
that are the problem... ethics should apply to all not just one area... we can be damned if we do, damned if we don’t just as I 
suspected and asked for certain police to be deployed to certain jobs and specific areas. That’s not real policing’  (23.04.09). 
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too close, but then I note that they were all there at the 

Underbelly launch. (Brian, author/journalist, 02.12.08) 

 

 Many of the respondents indicated that while involvement of police officers may give 

credibility to shows such as Underbelly, there were concerns about the possibility that 

they (police consultants) may feel pressured and ultimately manipulated by the 

production team. Respondent Doug (03.12.08) identified a police advisor101 on 

Underbelly who may have had a conflict of interest as being a family member also 

worked as part of the production crew, and therefore the officer “may have been only a 

mere puppet” (Respondent Doug, 03.12.08). Meanwhile Scott (driver, 23.02.09) 

confirmed that he was aware Detective Sergeant Andrew Stamper, who was a police 

liaison officer with Underbelly, “was an informant” in at least one of the Melbourne 

gangland cases. Respondent John (journalist, 11.09.09) agreed that this occurred during 

the production process and also in the initial media process.  

I got a sense that when branches of the media told sections of 

the story it was as if there were some groups in the media that 

were pretty much defending the police line. There is a problem 

in police reporting in that you are so dependent on your police 

sources that after a while you begin to exclude important 

material that might offend them. There is a history of this 

wherever you look, but it’s more noticeable in Victoria where 

you have an exchange of personnel between police media and 

the newspapers, and you have some people with close 

connections in the police... historic connections (Respondent 

John, 11.09.09). 

 

This is something respondent Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) agreed with because, 

“where you have to rely on the police alone I think it’s an imperfect situation because 

the police have already been shown to be part of the problem.” He explained,  

The fact was that here in Victoria the line was really blurred 

because a lot of antecedents of the conflict came from the 

                                                           

101 Name withheld  
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corruption in the police force. The police had gotten involved in 

the delivery of precursor chemicals to the underworld in order to 

track where they went and who made the speed from them and 

then they were busted. They were picking winners and making 

champions, and making champions amongst various individuals 

like Williams, like Mokbel and the Morans, and working with 

them ‘til it all fell apart. (Brian, author/journalist, 02.12.08)  

 

Respondent Eric (barrister, 16.06.09) had at one time represented Tony Mokbel (who 

was a player in the amphetamine trade and who fled to Greece, was later arrested in 

Greece, extradited back to Australia and is currently serving time in Barwon jail) and 

confirmed police corruption, stating, “At one time Mokbel had paid police around $3 

million dollars in payoffs” (Eric, barrister, 16.06.09). This was not however presented in 

any of the Underbelly episodes.   

One who was surprised at police involvement in Underbelly was Victorian Supreme 

Court Justice Betty King, who had presided over numerous trials involving both the 

Melbourne criminal underworld and the Purana Task Force. Her Honour explained:    

The accuracy of these matters was quite easy to ensure, as I have 

no doubt that the producers had the full cooperation of Victoria 

Police - when I was watching the episodes we came to an 

episode on the formation of Purana Task Force which was 

organised to try and stop the gangland murders, and they 

showed them doing all the traditional task force things, 

organising a stubby holder, a tie, a scarf for the ladies - all with 

the taskforce logo (King, 2009). 

 

For Her Honour Supreme Court Justice Justice King, the police advisors who had been 

involved had enhanced the show, especially in the final scenes when Purana had been 

able to relive the capture of Carl Williams even if the scene was not accurate. Carl 

Williams was arrested in Beaconsfield Parade, Port Melbourne, whereas in Underbelly 

[Episode 13: Team Purana] this scene was very different.  

Police corruption exists: but does Underbelly address this? 
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Corruption has always existed within the police force, as it has always existed within 

other areas of society.  Early in the establishment of the police force, police were 

viewed as amateurish, open to abuse and abusive to the communities they were charged 

to protect, and by the 1800’s it was a system in crisis. (Smith and Natalier, 2005). In the 

1800s it was commonplace to use the vaudevillian phrase, “Ask the copper the time... 

not because he was a friendly chap rather he had rolled many a drunk and taken the 

watch” (Roger, police research officer, 04.12.08). However, as crime shows have 

changed and become more “realistic”, attention has also been taken to ensure that the 

police portrayed have a personal life while also showing their vulnerability to such 

things as corruption. Reiner, Mawbry, Mason and Bignell indicate that police have 

retained a predominantly positive image on television, although characters such as 

NYPD’s Detective Sipowicz had a personal flaw as he was an alcoholic (Reiner, 1992; 

Mason, 2003; Mawby, 2003; Bignell, 2009). But with police involvement as advisors, 

while this adds credibility to the production, it also means there are limits to what police 

would or are willing to fully engage with - police corruption was one of them. As 

Colbran (2013) indicates, The Bill had a symbiotic relationship with Metropolitan 

Police in the UK until the storylines began to show police in a more realistic, yet often 

negative light, resulting in the Metropolitan Police no longer supplying police uniforms 

and allowing filming of The Bill on police locations without charge. Colbran asserts that 

the Metropolitan Police Service no longer saw The Bill as “a suitable or indeed 

believable vehicle to publicise new campaigns” (Colbran, 2014a p217).    

Lam indicates that police will often cooperate on the condition that writers and 

producers do not make them look bad, even when the writers suspect an officer’s wrong 

doing “they like the fact they’re getting cast as the good guys” (Lam, 2013, p.86). The 

Victoria Police Force and Underbelly had a symbiotic relationship which resulted in 

police being cast as the good guys.  In fact respondent Brian (author/journalist, 

02.12.08) indicates:  

Well it (corruption) certainly was left out because it’s one of 

those things, again, where it was written with the cooperation of 

police and I think it might have been rather inappropriate to start 

brewing on two things: firstly the police corruption’s role for 

setting the ground for what happened... that was also missed out. 

The coppers in Underbelly were remote figures but I can’t recall 
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a character like for instance Wayne Strachan... Senior Sergeant 

Wayne Strachan... who ran the chemical, the diversion desk,... 

that was sending precursor chemicals into the underworld. 

There’s no character like that... he was truly a puppet master... 

quite evil. And what he was doing, I’m surprised they didn’t 

give him a run... people like that. But again I think it was done 

with a certain amount of cooperation from the police and they 

could not afford to really go too far. (Brian, author/journalist, 

02.12.08)  

 

However in Underbelly [Episode 5: The Good the Bad and the Ugly] police corruption 

was acknowledged during a meeting between Mark Moran and drug squad detectives102. 

Mark Cole Moran and brother Jason Moran were born into the Melbourne gangland 

scene. Imagery and newspaper headlines were used as a means of relaying to the 

Underbelly audience that there was some corruption in the Victoria Police Force, 

especially the drug squad. The drug squad officer (representation) who approaches 

Mark Moran was based loosely around the real Senior Sergeant Wayne Strawhorn. And 

this was later acknowledged in Episode 9: Earning a Crust when a newspaper headline 

showed a drug officer who had been found guilty of corruption103.   

In 1999 Andrew Fraser had been a lawyer with a drug habit when he made contact with 

the National Crime Authority over corruption within the Victoria Police Force Drug 

Squad. “Three of the four detectives who were instrumental in Fraser’s prosecution - 

Wayne Strawhorn, Malcolm Rosenes and Steve Paton - were later convicted of drug 

trafficking offences” (Marx, 2011). In May 2000 Senior Sergeant Wayne Strawhorn 

headed up the “‘controlled chemical delivery’ scheme to traffic 2 kilograms of drugs to 

Mark Moran for $12,000” (Marx, 2011) and was given four years jail time. Fraser was 

sentenced to seven years because he had knowledge of a drug importation, a couple of 

                                                           
102 Mark Moran sets up Antonias ‘Tony’ Mokbel by informing on him to the drug squad. After the conclusion of the meeting one 
of the detectives slides into Moran’s car and offers to sell him precursor chemicals, later handing over the chemicals to Moran in 
exchange for cash. 

 
103Underbelly Episode 9: [Earning a Crust] Narrated by female Detective Drew: As the newspaper headline enters the scene Drew 
says ‘We didn’t know whether to laugh or cry’.  
Now the public thought they (police) were dirty and that ‘crooks would get a walk on account of the tainted evidence’. The shot 
then goes to a policeman who is bashing the newspaper on a desk. 
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ecstasy pills on him at the time of his arrest and for supplying a friend with a few grams 

of drugs (Fraser, 2007; Marx, 2011). The fourth police officer involved was Paul Firth, 

who resigned from the police force after Fraser’s conviction. Fraser stated that the “Ceja 

Task Force report said more than 87% of the drugs that went through the controlled 

delivery scheme are still unaccounted for. There’s hundreds of millions of dollars’ 

worth of drugs that went missing, and nobody wants to know about it” (Marx, 2011). 

Fraser stated that the Melbourne gangland war portrayed in Underbelly was a direct 

result of corrupt police:  

The corrupt coppers in Melbourne boxed themselves into more 

than one corner. Through the so-called controlled delivery 

scheme, they were supplying pseudoephedrine to Carl Williams, 

the Morans, Nick Radev and a host of others, who all became 

squillionaires and decided they were going to take over 

Melbourne. That’s what it was all about. The police made it 

happen. And if they’d jumped on the Wayne Strawhorns of this 

world a lot sooner, none of it would have happened (cited in 

Marx, 2011). 

 

According to respondent Rowan, this was “only the tip of the iceberg. The reality is 

corruption in the police force is worse than they showed in Underbelly where every 

copper was just too good, the coppers are too honest and clean and virtuous (in 

Underbelly)” (Rowan, Queen’s Counsel, 23.04.09). Respondent Doug indicated: 

You've got corruption in all areas of all organisations... I think 

the most naive thing of all is that someone like the Australian 

Federal Police, who portray themselves as God’s own men and, 

you know, they’re that naive to suggest that an organisation of 

their size and the rats they are dealing with that they don’t have 

corruption issues and that’s an issue for them. That just shows a 

lack of maturity in the organisation as far as I’m concerned. 

Look, corruption works under the influence of power and the 

ability to influence and corrupt, and you don't get that without 

money. If you've got no money... have you ever heard of anyone 

being corrupted by somebody who had no money...? It's all 
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about money... the whole thing, about greed factor and it doesn't 

matter if it's about drugs, murder, whatever the scam is, it all 

comes down to one basic... greed (Doug, ex-police officer, 

03.12.08). 

 

While respondent Roger (police research officer, 04.12.08) acknowledged corruption 

has always existed, “we (police) need to weed out the ones whose conduct is 

questionable.”  

 

Respondent Dave104 (criminal, 05.06.09) had experienced the other side of police. He 

said, “cops are never shown the way they really are, real cunts and what you see is so 

fucking far from fucking real... they’ll take whatever they can... even your fucking last 

dollar”, while respondent Chilli (driver, criminal, 11.02.11) had watched Underbelly 

and stated, “the cops were too honest... no one seemed to get fitted up in that show.” He 

also knew of people who had not only been fitted up105  but also had their money stolen 

during the fit-up.  

Money and drugs would be there when the cops busted in and 

gone when they left, but never seemed to make it back. Okay 

that wasn’t a bad thing, the drugs, but the money - you couldn’t 

complain, you couldn’t do anything; it was just gone. Carl 

(Williams) lost money... It was there at a bust (drug)... after the 

cops left the money was gone (Chilli, driver/criminal, 11.02.11).  

 
 Respondent Eric (barrister, 19.05.10) explained what occurred with a client of his:    

The police grabbed the guy, searched him and found $247.50 on 

him. The next day, this policeman... it was an armed robbery in 

the chemist shop... gave the chemist $147.50 and said, “There, 

that’s from the armed robbery.” Well I said to the copper in the 
                                                           

104 Name changed to protect anonymity however he does claim to have walked away from the criminal 
lifestyle 

105 A term used to mean they had not committed the crime, but police were able to make them sign 
statements etc., through means such as coercion.   
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box, “Why did you give it back to the chemist?” And he said, 

“Well he was robbed.” And I said, “How’d you know he was the 

robber?” “Well I arrested him.” “So you’ve decided he’s 

committed the offence and the money he’s had on him is 

proceeds of the armed robbery. Did you see him do it?” “No.” 

“Well how did you know he did it? This is the court case now... 

two years later. You decided that you would appropriate the 

money... his money... $247.50. Now this receipt here says you 

gave the chemist $147.50. Where’s the other $100?” And he 

laughed... “Probably in the tea fund at the station.” And I said, 

“You think this is funny do you?” He says, “No.” “So where’s 

his other $100?” He says, “I dunno.” So I said, “You’ve stolen 

it... you’ve kept it.” Now here’s a policeman from the armed 

robbery squad taking the $247 out, giving the chemist $147 and 

keeping $100 to himself. Who’s the crook? Now we know the 

copper did that but at that stage we didn’t know that bloke had 

done the armed robbery... in fact he got off. Did he get his 

$247.50 back? No. (Eric, barrister, 19.05.10) 

 

 Respondent Chilli stated:  

Carl (Williams) couldn’t move without Bateson being there, if 

we were eating he was sitting out the front, if we were walking 

he was driving by... if he wasn’t a fucking cop it would have 

been seen as harassment... cause we weren’t doing anything. 

They made things up when we were on the phone talking about 

pumpkins, when we were pulled in by the jacks they would say 

you were talking about drugs or horse fixing or something, 

never thought we might have been talking about pumpkins. In 

Underbelly Owens was obsessed with proving Carl Williams 

was involved in the Melbourne gangland war and often 

shadowed him even outside restaurants (Chilli, driver/criminal, 

11.02.11). 
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Kyle7 (painter18.10.09), declared that police on television “are just too nice. And in 

Underbelly where Carl's comment to the cop was about being a ‘sphincter’: if you 

actually said that to a Victorian cop you'd be destined for a date with the phone book.” 

(Kyle, painter, 18.02.11)  

After watching Underbelly, respondent Brent (labourer, 16.09.09) agreed. He explained 

how on one occasion he had been handcuffed to a chair during a police interview and 

bashed around the head with a telephone book, “first one side then the other... I was 

revolving... but that sort of stuff is never shown.” (Brent, labourer, 16.09.09). 

Respondent Winter106, who grew up around many of the Melbourne underworld gang 

because of her father’s criminal association with the real Melbourne underworld, 

declared, “the cops were there when my dad was shot... they let it happen, they didn’t 

stop it... they were witnesses.”  During Winter’s father’s incarceration, her father had 

fronted the police who had been there; they agreed to give him a statement about the 

shooting and the fact they had let it go down without interfering. They (police) wrote it 

in front of a witness and signed it, the witness also signed it and placed it in a safe place. 

That same day the witness disappeared and so did the statements.   

These forms of incidents did not make it into Underbelly and in actuality Underbelly did 

manage to omit at least one incidence of corruption which occurred in the real 

Melbourne gangland war - the murders of Terrence and Christine Hodson. The 

Hodsons107 were executed when official police documents regarding Terrence Hodson’s 

plans to give evidence about police corruption were leaked to Melbourne criminals108. 

                                                           

106 Name changed to maintain anonymity  

107Hodson was a registered police informant whose handlers were Detective David Miechel and 
Detective Paul Dale. Hodson and Miechel were caught and charged with the attempted theft of $1.3 
million worth of drugs. Hodson claimed Dale was the brains behind the attempted theft and was to give 
evidence against Hodson. Miechel was found guilty of theft etc. and is serving time, however when 
Hodson died, Dale’s charges were dropped. 

108 Victorian State Coroner Judge Ian Gray ruled he could not reach the required standard of proof of who 
killed Mr. Hodson and wife Christine, who were shot dead in their Kew home between 15 and 16 May 
2004, after Mr. Hodson had agreed to give evidence against allegedly corrupt police.In 2009 former drug 
squad detective Paul Dale and hitman Rodney Collins were charged with murdering Mr. Hodson, after 
underworld boss Carl Williams implicated both men. The case against Dale and Collins collapsed when 
Williams was murdered in prison in 2010. Dale and Collins - in jail over an unrelated double murder - 
deny any involvement in the Hodson murders. Police also cleared them of any involvement in Williams’ 
murder. Judge Gray told the Coroners Court that Williams was capable of organising the Hodson murders 
and Collins was capable of carrying them out. 



…189… 

During his time at Victoria Police, Chief Simon Overland heard of police leaking 

information, not just to the media but also to criminals who had become police 

informants. Overland stated:  

I took the leaks seriously. I investigated those leaks that were 

serious and I felt absolutely had to be investigated but there was 

a whole stack that I didn't investigate because we simply 

couldn’t. There is something wrong with the culture in this state 

though. It is not just Victoria Police, this whole state leaks like a 

sieve and it is seen as normal and it’s actually not, and it is 

highly problematic (Lauder et al., 2012)   

 

 Police withheld access to these tapes, therefore just as people and events could be 

added they could also be omitted. Police were sanitising police corruption either 

intentionally or unintentionally.  

Corruption issues are a concern for many of the serving officers, with respondent 

Andrew (policeman, 06.06.2011) stating, “It looks bad for all of us.” Understandably 

when police corruption is depicted on television crime shows, police are not very happy 

with the outcome, even if police involvement has been sanctioned by those higher up. 

“When I was researching a story which involved police corruption I had death threats 

and police harassed me... I knew they did not want to be involved... I got very limited 

assistance” (Daniel, scriptwriter, 11.09.09). Unlike Daniel, respondent Sam stated that 

in the early phases of Underbelly they had worked closely with the Victorian Police 

operational unit Purana Task Force. Sam stated, “They were fabulous and although we 

touched lightly on police corruption, as a very clean unit so few of them (Purana) have 

been convicted” (Sam, screenwriter, 14.07.09).  

                                                                                                                                                                          

But because Judge Gray did not accept Williams ‘as a witness of truth or any of his accounts as inherently 
reliable’, he was unable to conclusively support the police theory that Dale asked Williams to arrange the 
murder, and that the crime boss recruited Collins. Judge Gray also found that while police could have 
helped bolster security at the Hodsons’ home, Hodson did not heed advice to stay out of his favourite 
television room. Hodson, the court heard, acknowledged his vulnerability in the room, which was 
adjacent to a courtyard next to a fence. Judge Gray ruled that the killer most likely entered the house from 
the courtyard after climbing the fence. The couple was found dead in the television room. 
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However, while Underbelly showed some police corruption (for example in the drug 

squad) within the show, there was no indication there were any corruption issues within 

the Purana Task Force. While it was not necessarily corrupt, another tactic used by Task 

Force Purana to gain information during the Melbourne gangland war was to control 

every aspect of the prisoner’s life while in custody, according to several respondents109.  

Respondent Scott 110stated:  

You had Gavin Ryan (head of Task Force Purana) surrounded 

by a dozen or so members telling the media that they will use 

whatever means necessary to get a conviction... they virtually 

rounded up everyone... there goes the presumption of innocence 

out the window (Scott, driver, 23.02.09). 

 

Later respondent Eric would elaborate:   

You have guys in prison who Purana say are suicidal... they 

don’t know... have the poor guy stripped down on constant 

watch... then say to them if you don’t cooperate you won’t see 

your kids... that’s not right, we complain about Guantanamo yet 

this is happening here and no one is complaining. The reality is 

the Victorian coppers run the prison system (Eric, barrister, 

17.06.09). 

 

None of this was shown in Underbelly. Sociologist Lee Lofland suggests:  

 

Training is without a doubt the most important investment that a police 

department can make. With ever changing tools, techniques and laws it’s 

imperative that today’s police officer is constantly afforded the best training to 

provide the best service possible to the public they serve (Lofland, 2007).  

 
                                                           

109 One respondent’s comment: “… to arrest suspects, isolate them in abhorrent conditions and they 
obviously couldn’t do this unless they had the cooperation of Corrections Victoria. While we were in jail 
everything that we needed had to be approved by Purana, any request, from our placement within the jail 
to getting an extra visit.” 

110 Name withheld 
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 Respondent Steve stated during police training sessions he had undergone many hours 

of lectures and scenarios about how to handle ethical issues such as corruption, but that 

had not really prepared him for working within police culture. 

  

I was asked to change something in a statement and I felt really 

uncomfortable about it. I didn’t do it but even though others 

agreed with me I still felt the pressure to change it. And you 

want them to be there for you if you need them (Steve, police 

officer, 03.06.11). 

 

Steve also added throughout the Police Academy training they had been told not to:  

…even take a burger from someone without paying for it. I never really saw that 

as leading to corruption but now I understand how it can happen (Steve, police 

officer, 03.06.11). 

Respondent Craig111 (ex-internal affairs police officer, 30.04.09) states: “many people 

would be encouraged into crime and corruption by someone they look up to or through 

desperation”, adding that while he worked for internal affairs there were many police 

who supported what he was doing, “often personally and not publicly... The worst 

aspect was putting up with threats and assaults etc. But the best was knowing you were 

weeding out dodgy people from an organisation that you believe in (Craig, ex-internal 

affairs police officer, 30.04.09).  

While the majority of police officers are not corrupt, there are and always will be some 

who will find the lure of the alternate lifestyle too appealing. And it is those corrupt 

officers that upset many of the honest ones, who believe they give them all a bad name. 

However, as we have seen portrayed in many television police shows, there is a 

“brotherhood” that exists in the force and it is just as powerful in real life as it is 

portrayed on police shows.   Waddington (1999) identified that there is a police culture 

which new recruits are socialized into when they enter the police force. Waddington 

further asserts that the culture enables solidarity between its members, who are often 

encouraged to remain quiet when police officers act illegally or abuse their power. 

                                                           

111 Name withheld to protect anonymity  
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Respondent Craig stated that he became aware that a senior police officer who he 

respected was taking bribes, but when he spoke up about corruption within the Victoria 

Police Force he was ostracised, even beaten up. “It’s just like you see on TV” (Craig, 

ex-internal affairs police officer, 30.04.09). 

Phillip Dunn suggests that factionalised police officers, as represented in Underbelly, 

work in an environment quite different from reality, where “there are no dead ends... no 

tedious work, blood or guts, pressure or anxiety... and none of the politics of policing” 

(Dunn, 2010, p. 9). However in reality, today’s police have to possess compassion and 

dedication for the job, be patient, never give up, deal with day-to-day politics, 

paperwork, and contend with a side of life many of us will never see. They stand 

together, regardless of the circumstances, as a brotherhood (Bezzina and Collins 2010; 

Pepper 2011; Rowe 2008). To help create authenticity, audiences viewing Underbelly 

were given a glimpse of the close relationship, or “the brotherhood”, which exists in the 

police force. This was best demonstrated with the death of Butterworth in Underbelly 

[Episode 13: Team Purana] as the Purana team, especially James and Owens, 

remembered their colleague and attempted to come to terms with the gangland war 

taking another life, which would not be recognised in the final tally of victims “although 

the job probably killed him.” (Detective James Episode 13: Team Purana) 

While Butterworth’s professionalism, thoroughness and tenacity are very much at the 

heart of Underbelly, the roles of police are limited in by scriptwriting, transcripts and 

police input in the production of factual based works, with serving and retired police 

officers offering advice or playing parts in television crime shows where their expertise 

is used to create authenticity, especially in factional works such as Underbelly. While 

several others who viewed Underbelly found the portrayal as being unrealistic and 

expressed some reservations about the legitimacy of the police reality in the series, 

some of the police interviewed also raised concerns about police involvement: 

consultancy, police as extras or even the avoidance of portraying corruption within the 

Victoria Police organisation. But in television, especially factional television, the 

writers and producers can choose which parts to include and what to exclude, something 

which real police officers have no control over. Normally, however, when the police are 

part of the production process, providing the transcripts and expertise of policing, they 

are in actuality becoming the primary definers of reality, i.e. the real story tellers. 
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Increasingly police are becoming proactive in their image management. Among other 

things, police technical cooperation has the potential to suppress negative police 

representations and has the “effect of privileging the police officer as heroic 

protagonist” (Lam, 2013, p. 86).  Lam asserts that the police technical consultants’ 

standpoint is crucial to representations of law and order, “since it determines what kind 

of knowledge enters into the show’s production and whether that knowledge encourages 

writers to take a more or less critical perspective of policing” (Lam, 2013, p. 86).    

There were two values at play in Underbelly: entertainment and credibility for the 

television series. By including police in the production process, Screentime continued 

the long historical association that exists between the Australian television industry and 

police - adding credibility to the production while providing good quality entertainment. 

However, reliance on police during the production process also allows police to play an 

active role in creating the narrative. Her Honour Supreme Court Justice King had 

rewound the Underbelly tapes when she was watching the show. Her Honour 

acknowledged the active role Task Force Purana had actually played:   

…a task force team photo on the steps of where the task force 

was located, as I watched it I had it rewound a couple of times 

just to make sure that I was right. Sure enough in the back rows 

of the shot of the taskforce on the steps were the actual Purana 

police officers - they had got themselves some lasting fame, they 

were in Underbelly. And right at the end of the show as the 

officers walk triumphantly over the hill having arrested 

Williams there they are again. I have to say I couldn’t stop 

laughing at that bit of vanity (King, 2009). 

 

Police had legitimised the Underbelly production by actually placing themselves into 

the final scenes, resulting in police influencing the flow of information made available 

to audiences. While including police involvement increased credibility and enticed 

audiences to watch Underbelly, it also posed an issue for the judicial process because of 

its effects on potential jurors and ultimately on fair trial. Police therefore become 

primary definers of the social reality, albeit a partial one.    

Reality of policing 
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Former Victorian Homicide Squad Detective Charlie Bezzina clarifies that it is almost 

impossible to define the role of today’s police (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010). 

Policing is often far different from what people expect. Police ethnographers P.K. 

Manning and John Van Maaanen (1978) state that:  

The occupational culture constructed by the police consists of long standing 

rule of thumb, a somewhat special language and ideology that help edit a 

member’s everyday experiences... models for levels of street level etiquette and 

demeanour, certain customs and rituals suggestive of how members are to relate 

to not only to each other but to outsiders (cited in Chan, Devery and Doran, 

2003).  

While Michael Rowe (2008) suggests that the police service is one of the best known 

public institutions, it is also the least understood. Ian Loader and Aogan Mulcahy assert 

that “regular visualising of policing” on television results in audiences feeling they 

know the world of police, while at the same time adding their own knowledge (Loader 

and Mulcahy, 2003, p. 17). Colbran (2014) states that police dramas are creating 

unrealistic perceptions of policing, and the way the public perceive the police’s 

treatment of individuals and groups (Colbran, 2014b, pp. 3–5). 

In addition to communities’ high expectations of their police forces, there are a number 

of both internal and external pressures and expectations, for example, government and 

media. These types of pressures do not sit well with respondent Doug (ex-detective, 

03.12.08), who believes police must be free to do their job without external pressures 

such as government intervention.   

Unfortunately (policing) has lost its independence a lot probably 

in the last ten years; it’s too beholden to government. It lacks the 

separation of powers and independence. I think that 

governments and police forces unfortunately respond in a knee 

jerk reaction and the media... whatever happens on 3AW112 in 

                                                           

112 A Melbourne radio station 
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Melbourne, or appears in The Sun113 will be the policing theme 

for the day. (Doug, ex-detective, 03.12.08)  

 

He continued to explain to what lengths the government will go to appease the media, 

who he believes have become too influential in policing:  

So the media get on to it, the government get on to it, the 

government tell the police they need to put some assets in there. 

An example: so they (police) suddenly buy a heap of Humvee 

vehicles... police up and down the streets of King Street. But 

why wasn't there a visible police presence there in the first 

place? It's not rocket science... policing's not rocket science. If 

there's a problem, deal with it, don't wait for it to become a huge 

issue. (Doug, ex-detective, 03.12.08) 

 

Yet it is the media images of policing, be they factual or fictional, which have aided in 

the legitimisation of the police, reinforcing its societal role as an effective and necessary 

institution (Reiner, 2000, pp. 171–205). This is important firstly because the police 

require public support and cooperation if they are to be effective in their law and order 

role, secondly police need to be assessed by the public as exercising their authority 

through legitimate means (Tyler, 2004). Police involvement and cooperation with 

various media formats assist in the legitimisation process because police can gain access 

to a large number of people in their own environment, such as in their homes. Whereas 

news and other forms of media, such as factional coverage of crime, will often focus on 

the more glamorous, interesting or elaborate crimes, the reality for police is not 

glamorous, but highly routine. The majority of call-outs they (police) attend are 

neighbourhood disputes or minor traffic incidents, with the more serious crimes such as 

homicide, armed robbery and car theft call-outs for police coming after the event - 

leaving police to do the paperwork, and to follow any leads if and when they become 

available (Bayley and Shearing, 1994, pp. 585–606). Detective Superintendent Jim 

Lister suggests that while the media can be a valuable tool in an investigation, it can 

also place undue pressure on investigators because police need to be mindful of what 

information they release.  

                                                           

113 A Victorian daily newspaper  
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In particular, offences must not be described too graphically as it 

may be argued that jury members who read that article will be 

prejudiced against the accused. In fairness, it should only be 

used to convey police requests for information to the public. 

There is no doubt that on some occasions this has assisted 

inquiries. However, investigators would do well to remember 

that the media are very much a double-edged sword, and it is 

necessary during the course of investigations to keep very strict 

control (Lister, 2009). 

 

But Paul Wilson asserts that police can also manipulate the media to promote their 

(police) interests when needed: “It is not that journalists actively promote the interests 

of the police or that they deliberately ignore other versions of particular crime events. 

Rather, the fragility of their relationship with law enforcement agencies demands that 

they acquiesce to the police version” (Wilson, 1962, p. 163). Murray Lee and Alyce 

McGovern’s 2006 work on police media units supports Wilson’s position, noting that 

police media units have grown considerably in size and numbers in recent times. Lee 

and McGovern (2006) indicate that the New South Wales Police Media Unit grew from 

a staff of three in1964 to twenty-three in 2006. One of the side effects of this, according 

to Lee and McGovern’s research, indicates that some police see their role as 

disseminators of information, diminishing as police media units become centralised.  

The changing relationship between police and the media as this role becomes more 

institutionalised and professionalised, alert to the power of media, raises questions about 

power imbalances between police and media specifically, as police become more 

directly concerned with and professionalised in their engagement with media, is it 

possible that a police force focused on media relations might be setting the agenda by 

embellishing their role in events, or omitting facts and even entire stories which may be 

in the public interest?   

However respondent Rowan asserts that no television show is ever going to be able to 

replicate what actually goes on in the day-to-day working life of police because it’s just 

too mundane, whereas in television:   

It's got to be action-packed drama, minute by minute. The plot 

must be moved along minute by minute. What's condensed 
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down to five minutes can take six months, okay? So for that 

reason it can never be accurate but it's not accurate anyway. It's 

technically probably five out of ten as far as it really is fiction... 

it's fictionalised and it's just not like that (Rowan, Queen’s 

Counsel, 23.04.09). 

 

This is something respondent Andrew agrees with; media representations don’t show all 

the paperwork involved in the daily lives of police, because “people only want to see 

dramatically (sic) side of things... police are not represented entirely accurately... 

humanisation of police shows doesn’t really affect me” (Andrew, police officer, 

06.06.12). But he also acknowledged that, “it may make me more interested in watching 

the show to see what is factual” (Andrew, police officer, 06.06.12). Respondent Steve 

admitted it (policing) was nothing like he had imagined. “I never realised how much 

paper work... oh I knew there’d be some but not this much... It’s (the job) more 

administrative than you see on the TV” (Steve, police officer, 03.06.11). 

David D. Perlmutter (2000) identified the fact that on screen police can dispense justice 

even if this results in breaking the law, they always get their man, resolve the crime 

quickly and work in an action filled, often violent, world. Television allows people to 

make assumptions about and build high expectations of the polices’ roles. Yet, the 

relationship between the public and the police is still distanced: as one police officer 

stated “They don’t get to know me; they spend 5 minutes with me. But they spend 5 

years with Sipowicz114 and Buntz”115 (Perlmutter, 2000, p.124).    

Both respondent(s) Andrew and Steve admitted to watching crime shows in the past, 

noting how this viewing helped to shape perceptions of the police. Respondent Andrew 

said:  

When I first started out in the police force I would watch crime 

shows. As time has gone on I have found that I avoid watching 

them... we are represented differently in each show. In Blue 

Murder we were shown as being corrupt. In Underbelly (the 
                                                           

114 Reference to NYPD character played by Dennis Franz 
115 Reference to Beverley Hills character played by Dennis Franz 
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original) I think from memory we were represented well. I don’t 

think it’s dissimilar in drama or documentary (Respondent 

Andrew, 06.06.12). 

 

Steve, who is also a former media executive, stated, “Now I see the real side (of 

policing) and I don’t want to watch that glorified stuff” (Steve, police officer, 03.06.11). 

Respondent Roger agreed:   

I simply don't watch TV programs apart from news and 

documentaries, and even feel an aversion to... Underbelly which 

over-glamorised a ghastly bunch of violent and not very bright 

criminals. The other point of course is that these populist 

programs almost always present a very narrow version of the 

police role - the response to crime, and so we rarely get fuller 

ideas about community policing, road safety, crisis response 

(Roger, police research officer, 23.04.09). 

 

Ian Cummins, Marian Foley and Martin King (2014) indicate that their study also found 

police interviewees did not watch much television crime drama because they found 

police activities questionable and the shows to be riddled with procedural errors. And in 

some cases police officers were just “shown as thick grunts who open doors with their 

heads” (Cummins, Foley and King, 2014 p208) . However one of Cummins et al.’s 

interviewees did raise concerns about police drama shows influencing police behaviour, 

citing The Sweeney (Vertigo Films: Embargo Films: Exponential Films) as an example, 

asserting that when The Sweeney was being broadcast, officers would call him “Guv” 

and copied some of the mannerisms of the police. However, the interviewee added that 

none of the actual police work had been compromised. At the same time, the 

interviewee did express concerns about “a generation of police officers who are so 

heavily influenced by the media and what they’ve seen on TV that they actually 

reinforce that behaviour in terms of the learning cycle” (Cummins, Foley and King, 

2014, p. 210).    

Respondent Rowan stated that Australians are subjected to a large amount of American 

criminal shows:  
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The police, the lawyers, the judges come from America where 

the system is completely and utterly different. Also I think that 

their representation is probably not even an accurate 

representation of what happens in America, which results in 

shows like Underbelly being produced too heavily to the 

American style... whereas in fact it’s nothing like that in real life 

(Rowan, Queen’s Counsel, 23.04.09). 

 

While the Australian legal system is quite different to that of the US, British television 

crime shows which have a similar legal system to that of Australia often borrow 

elements of US police shows to create their storylines.  US films such as Dirty Harry 

and television shows such as Kojak (1973-1978; Universal Television) enabled  UK 

scriptwriters to explore similar narratives (Colbran, 2014a ). Both Colbran (2104) and 

Cummins et al. (2014) agree that this practice has resulted in a loop between media and 

the police on which the drama is based, giving rise to a distorted representation of 

policing practices in some police procedurals.  

Bezzina116 (2010) suggests that police need to get it right from the start of an 

investigation because unlike in America and American crime shows, where the crime 

scene is sealed “for weeks on end” (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010) and police can 

return to the scene of the crime, Australian detectives do not receive the same luxury. 

Australian laws prevent crime scenes being shut off for longer than the minimum time. 

“Once we’d finished with the crime scene, there was no going back to check something 

we may have overlooked” (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010). By watching overseas 

crime shows, particularly those produced in America, viewers and potential jurors are 

looking for flaws in policing, and as Lance Looper acknowledges “real life cops don't 

have the advantage of script writers and make-up artists” (Looper, 2004).  

In Chapter Five, Police: The Eye of Authority I have discussed the reality of policing 

and how it differs from television representations of crime entertainment. In addition, I 

have discussed the role police involvement plays in crafting social perceptions of 

policing and criminality, by drawing data from the interviews undertaken throughout 

                                                           

116Former  member of the Victorian Homicide Squad who was passed over for the Purana Task Force.    
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this thesis. I will now turn to Chapter Six, It’s Not My Reality: Perceptions from ‘True 

Life Actors’.   
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Chapter 6 - It’s Not My Reality: Perceptions from ‘True Life Actors’ 

Based on real events and people, Underbelly enables a voyeuristic look at lives that 

many Australians would never experience, except through the construction of media 

images and language. As Ray Surrette (2011b) suggests, media consumers view 

criminals or true life actors 117as decision makers who went after what they wanted, be 

it money, sex or power. Their fate was their own making. While media constructions of 

true life actors often suggest that they are not like the rest of society, the reality is much 

different. Underbelly’s true life actors saw their choices as being part of the job; their 

criminal activities may have been violent, however the choices made were not made 

irrationally. It was a matter of protecting the ones they loved, putting a roof over their 

heads and food on the table, which many media consumers could relate to.  

Underbelly impacted on popular culture in a number of ways, such as changing people’s 

perception of the true life actors, portraying them as individuals while still maintaining 

the melodramatic narrative of good conquers evil. Underbelly’s media consumers were 

exposed to what was in many ways a sanitised and acceptable version of the real events, 

despite its sensational violence, through the carefully crafted reality production. This 

“crafted reality” resulted in the social (public) reality being only a partial one - not the 

real deal which Channel Nine in its promotion of Underbelly suggested. Although the 

Purana Task Force arrested some of the real life actors of the Melbourne gangland war, 

many of those represented had been murdered or became casualties of the Melbourne 

gangland war because of their association with those represented. 

Therefore, Chapter Six - It’s Not My Reality: Perceptions from ‘True Life Actors’ will 

discuss what impact Underbelly and faction will have - past and future - on families and 

associates of true life actors. In addition to this, it will discuss how Underbelly and 

faction will relate to the rights of those represented and the fair trial process. This 

chapter will therefore draw on data sets that have been undertaken throughout this 

thesis. 

Reality as others see it  

                                                           

117 This term will now be applied  
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Sociologist Emile Durkheim (1895) suggests that crime and its deviant behaviour are a 

cultural by-product (i.e. poverty produces crime and criminal behaviour) while 

sociologist Robert Merton suggests that crime, deviance and anti-social behaviour is 

more about the “success at all costs” mentality. While Durkheim thinks that people fit 

within society where they deserve to, Merton states that “constraints are socially based 

and that desires are socially derived” (Merton, 1957), resulting in an occupational and 

financial status based on cultural values of the particular society. In contemporary 

society, opportunities for success can sometimes be limited (as indicated in Underbelly) 

and as a result of this, disjunction occurs. When society fails to deliver what is 

promised, such as wealth, this can result in a weakening of culturally defined norms, or 

as Merton suggests “creates anomie” (Merton, 1957). So when individuals (or groups) 

discover, for example, that no matter how hard they work or try, they cannot achieve the 

levels of satisfaction or material wealth to which they have been taught to aspire, 

deviant behaviour may be the result (Merton, 1957).  

Respondent Chilli (Williams’ criminal associate, 05.08.10) expressed surprise that even 

after the portrayed murder(s) in Underbelly, some young people, especially males, still 

wanted the life being portrayed. While criminologist Ross Homel(2009) acknowledged 

“there certainly is research to suggest the media can influence behaviour” ( cited 

inIronside, 2009), marketing academic Stephen Downes(2008) states that the growing 

trend of turning people into commodities and brands has resulted in people wanting to 

associate themselves, “with Carl Williams by wearing T-shirts or somehow jumping on 

board and having a little bit of the Carl Williams brand, or mystique, rub off on them” 

(AAP, 2008b). Both Downes and  Merv Jackson stated that Underbelly resulted in 

people “reacting to the character of Carl Williams, rather than Williams himself” (AAP, 

2008b). Underbelly had made a cult figure out of a true life actor. Most people would 

not associate with Williams in real life but in Underbelly “they made him look angelic 

and a bit dopey... people think he’s not that scary” (AAP, 2008b). Jackson stated, 

“There are always situations where criminals are adored,” but reality and perception can 

be two different paradigms. Yes, Underbelly showed characters being murdered but it 

did not depict the real gangster lifestyle, the time spent in prisons, the bashings or the 

deaths. Respondent Andrew (policeman, 06.06.11) declared:  

Once again the “good times” are shown in these shows. They 

don’t show realistically how these criminals live and the amount 
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of hard time they do in jail. These shows don’t show the effect 

that criminal behaviour has on their families, friends and 

victims. These shows don’t show these “gangsters” crying on 

the jail telephones because they are stuck inside over the 

Christmas period (Andrew, policeman, 06.06.11). 

 

Respondent Doug (former police officer, 22.04.09), perhaps to counter the growing 

attraction and accolades being given to criminals, produced a “Where is Tony?” poster 

based on Where’s Wally,118 to make fun of Tony Mokbel while Mokbel was on the run. 

This appeared in several Victorian newspapers and was “proudly displayed in Purana 

Task Force headquarters” (Doug, former police officer, 22.04.09). It is still displayed 

over Doug’s desk in his new office in an unrelated area.  

The reality of the Melbourne gangland war was much more brutal, with very few 

survivors and many more graves than presented in Underbelly. Police also believe there 

were probably many more than the thirty plus murders they believe occurred as a direct 

consequence of the Melbourne gangland war. Many more lives were shattered indirectly 

through the gangland war. For example, respondent Winter (waitress, 06.04.10) now 

knows why she was treated differently from other children at day care: “It’s something I 

still remember even after all these years. Dad was in jail and I was the only one in my 

year who had a dad in jail”119.  

While to some the symbolic imagery of the criminal life might be attractive, they do not 

foresee the brutal reality or the impact it may have on the families. As Eco (2002) 

suggests, it is becoming problematic to pin down what is fake and what is real because 

it is becoming more difficult to work out what is original - because everyone has their 

own ideas and interpretations of what the original is. And when the ideas and 

interpretations are coming into your home through television - as Underbelly - some 

people will ultimately accept the factionalised version as reality. But respondent Carl 

Williams knew what was real and glamorous and he knew that being behind bars in 
                                                           
118 A  series of children’s books created by the English illustrator Martin Handford. 

 
119 While the other kids had milk and cake or biscuits around a table together, Winter was isolated and had to sit away from the 
other kids. “I was given water and a piece of dry bread. I thought I had done something wrong. I didn’t know it was all about Dad 
until later on.” (Winter, waitress, 06.04.10) 
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Barwon Prison was not attractive. “How can you call this glamorous?” (Carl Williams, 

03.01.10).  

True life actors  

The killing of “those deemed to be outside society norms” by another is illegal but this 

is not necessarily how it is regarded in the criminal world, or ultimately by society at 

large. Giorgio Agamben’s (1998) exploration of the concept of the “Homo Sacer”, the 

person who can be killed without consequence, helps us begin to understand a paradox 

where the death of a criminal is both within and beyond the law. Many people will 

judge the actions of the criminal not through direct knowledge of him/her but will gain 

much of their information from media sources, as many did through Underbelly. 

Agamben’s work suggests that the Homo Sacer is a product of the judicial system, 

however in recent times it can be suggested that the media also plays a role in creating 

the Homo Sacer.  

While a “criminal” is bound by societal norms, laws, codes and conventions, it is the 

“other path” of criminality that results in a “bare life” - one which is not viewed as 

being a “sacred” human life (Agamben and Heller-Roazen, 1998). These “criminals” 

exist in a dual world, both belonging to, and excluded, from society. In this “bare life” 

that the Homo Sacer leads, the violence which the criminal exposes himself to includes 

“unsanctionable killings”. Unsanctioned by the state, these deaths may be considered 

killings but not homicides because only a “sacred life” is worthy of homicide. Criminals 

have their own set of codes, resulting in sacred deaths and Homo Sacer deaths. For 

example, in Australia paedophiles are known as “rock spiders” while those who become 

police informants are known as “dogs”. To Homo Sacers the killing of rock spiders and 

dogs would not be considered homicides (Agamben and Heller-Roazen, 1998), merely 

criminals undertaking business which police are unable to do legally. Underbelly 

[Episode 9: Earning a Crust] saw Senior Detective Butterworth being asked something 

similar by journalists.  

Crime drama narratives are constructed so that audiences view the death of a criminal as 

being deserved, necessary or un-punishable. Many viewers of Underbelly considered 

the actions of the killers to be appropriate and justified, indicating that the Underbelly 

narrative was successful in this aim. In the eyes of the true life actors they were taking 
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care of family and business; they never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it. The bad 

guy became the good guy, cleaning up the streets and doing society a favour. As 

respondent Jodie120 (administration manager, 08.08.09) said, “Let them kill each other... 

saves you doing it... saves them doing it... saves them looking after it... going through 

the courts... saves wasting tax payers’ money.” What society had previously deemed as 

deviant behaviour had become socially acceptable. Some of my respondents thought 

police should have let it play out and then police could have better served the 

community by going after the real criminals. Respondent Jodie agreed, saying this 

would allow the police to, “Go and catch the real criminals, the paedophiles, the rapists, 

the real murderers” (Jodie, administration manager, 08.08.09). Although Gatto and Carl 

Williams didn’t always see eye to eye, one thing Gatto did understand was Carl 

Williams’ right to revenge for the Moran brothers shooting him (Williams): “If someone 

does harm to you or your family, you’re entitled to even the score. I know the general 

public might not believe in that but I do. So Carl was well within his rights to seek 

revenge” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 117).  

Some groups within society will “sanction unlawful behaviour to a greater extent than 

others” (Brookman, 2005) and individuals who associate with these groups are more 

likely to favour “unlawful acts” (Brookman 2005), including violence and homicide if 

the right situation arises. Beliefs and values such as an “exaggerated sense of honour, 

courage and manliness” (Brookman 2005) help create the right atmosphere for this 

behaviour. This theme is explored throughout Underbelly [Episode 10: Scratched]; just 

as in real life, it was the murder of Jason Moran and Barbaro in front of children that 

brought much more attention to the situation and calls for police action. There is also an 

assumption that violent crimes, especially homicide, occur predominately in the lower 

socio-economic groups within society (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1976). However not all 

true life actors came from low socio-economic backgrounds.  

Many of the true life actors such as Alphonse Gangitano wore clothing they had seen 

their gangster idols wear in film and television productions.121 The gangster “look” we 

see on screen today was created in the 1930s and was influenced by movies such as, 

“The Public Enemy (1931) and Little Caesar (1931) wearing wide pinstripes and almost 

                                                           

120 Name withheld 

121 Gangitano was a fan of the Godfather movies, and read extensively about the life of Al Capone.   
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baggy trousers; these initially influenced costume designers of the period and then were 

adopted and exaggerated by real life gangsters” (Laverty, 2013). For career criminals 

clothing was a way of saying they were successful because, “you cannot be a gangster 

until you dress the part” (Laverty, 2013). Spending both time and money on appearance 

is deemed to be a “sign of good fortune and an emblem of social prestige” (Finkelstein, 

2004, p. 277) and a degree of control over how others view your worth, something 

important if you want to play the part. Their identity is formed over time through their 

conscious or sometimes unconscious choice of clothing (Hall, 2003, 2004).  

For others, including Gangitano and the Carlton Crew122, their clothing and lifestyle 

choices were based around the “Italian Mafia Culture primarily the Calabrian style 

Honoured Society.123.. Later toward the Costa Nosta style Sicilian groups” (Bainbridge, 

Beasley and McIntosh, 2011, p. 268) who were Gangitano’s forbearers124. But not only 

did the Carlton Crew model their clothing on the traditional Italian mafia style, they also 

modelled many of their work practices and ethics on this traditional mafia archetype. 

The old Italian mafia ways influenced the approach taken by a lot of the Melbourne 

underworld true life actors, who liked to maintain a separation between family and 

business. Not only would they share ideas, they often would share language, dress and 

other forms of collective behaviour. Acknowledging that not all subcultures live outside 

society’s social norms, the Melbourne underworld exists outside many of society’s 

norms while maintaining others, such as family life. 

 Alphonse Gangitano was a good example of a true life actor maintaining Italian 

customs. The son of wealthy Italian immigrants who owned a travel agency in Lygon 

Street, Carlton, and several properties in the surrounding areas, Gangitano went to 

private schools where he was described as being likable and charismatic and always 

taking pride in his appearance.  

                                                           
122 Mick Gatto in his book would claim there was no such thing as the Carlton Crew; it was a name 
thought up by a journalist or the police to show two factions fighting each other.  

 

123 The Honoured Society is the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta’ group that operated in Melbourne. It was led by 
Frank Benvenuto and is believed to have been behind the 1963 Victorian Market murders. Reportedly 
extinct, the group was believed to have had a stranglehold on the Melbourne fruit and vegetable industry.   

124 Although none of his direct family appears to have been associated with a criminal lifestyle. 
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The thing about Alphonse, then probably about 16, was that 

when he walked into a party or a pub, everyone noticed. It 

wasn't just his reputation for violence, though that was probably 

part of it. Boys and girls wanted to be around him: he was funny 

and there was a weird magnetism at play that is hard to explain 

(Vickery and Devlyn, 2009a).   

 

He had the “world at his feet” (Devlyn and Dowsley, 2009), however he was fascinated 

by the tough gangster image presented in films such as The Godfather and became well 

known for his traditional Italian gangster image. So much was Gangitano influenced by 

Marlon Brando’s portrayal of Vito Corleone that according to Mark ‘Chopper’ Read, 

“Every time Al needs some advice he puts on The Godfather movie to see how Marlon 

Brando did it” (Hunt, Bezzina and Hunt, 2013).  

According to a former Carlton police officer, Gangitano thrived on his gangster image. 

“He had a bit of a habit of walking up to people and taking their cars. If he saw you 

drive up in a nice Mercedes Sports, he’d say, ‘Nice car. Give me the keys. Do you know 

who I am? I’m Alphonse Gangitano.’ He’d give you the car back, maybe three months 

later” (cited in Ryan et al., 2008). Underbelly never showed this trait with Gangitano; it 

did however show Veniamin never returning a car until almost forced to. As there were 

no family allegiances to any groups such as the Calabrian or Sicilian mafia, Gangitano 

was able to move freely between the Italian Honoured Society and the Painters and 

Dockers Union, and he used this to aid his reputation. Respondent Mark 

(journalist/author, 02.12.08) stated that people thought Gangitano “was untouchable and 

that really annoys police.”  

Gangsters like Gangitano change over time from the image of masculinity, of honour, to 

traits such as violence (Ruth, 1996; Green and Vernezze, 2004; Gardaphe, 2006). For 

example in Underbelly [Episode 1: The Black Prince] when asked to explain why he 

murdered Workman, Gangitano uses “it was a matter of honour” as the reason for 

shooting Greg Workman (Gawler and Tilse, 2008a), bringing himself and the rest of the 

Carlton Crew to the attention of Victorian police. Nicknamed the “Black Prince of 

Lygon Street”, Gangitano would be murdered, as were many others portrayed in 

Underbelly, at the hands of someone he knew when they became concerned about his 

loyalty and erratic behaviour. Gatto asserted, “Towards the end Alphonse went right off 
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the rails... people would say something and he’d attack them” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 

2009a, p. 105). Bezzina asserts that Jason Moran was secretly recorded by the Victoria 

Drug Squad as saying, after an altercation at a Melbourne hotel, Gangitano is “a fucking 

lulu... if you smash five pool cues and an iron bar over someone’s head... you’re a 

fucking lulu” (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010). Although both Gatto and the 

Victorian Deputy Coroner thought Jason Moran had carried out the murder of 

Gangitano, no one was ever charged (Gatto and Noble, 2009a; Hunt, Bezzina and Hunt, 

2013). Gangitano’s murder and the events leading up to it were portrayed in Underbelly 

[Episode 2: Sorcerer's Apprentice], which shows Gangitano’s murder being conducted 

by Jason Moran. Graham Kinniburgh, who was part of the Carlton Crew, and who was 

an old style criminal often considered the peace keeper, was portrayed as being at the 

scene125. This was supported by the DNA evidence at the inquest into Gangitano’s 

murder. The reality was that Gangitano was murdered by someone he knew. Bezzina, 

one of the Victorian Homicide Squad members investigating the murder, stated that 

Gangitano had surveillance fitted in his house so it was a logical assumption to believe 

that Gangitano had been killed by someone he trusted, stating, “He’d only let someone 

in if he knew them” (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010). While the DNA evidence 

placed Moran and Kinniburgh at the crime scene, there was no evidence to link them to 

the murder, which remains unsolved126.  

Although the Underbelly series focused on many of the true life actors of the Melbourne 

gangland war - as the media had named it - there was a constant theme of the tension 

between the Moran and Williams characters. However when it came to their portrayal in 

Underbelly both shared a commonality in their dislike for the way they and their family 

and friends were portrayed, with respondent George Williams (Carl Williams’ father, 

01.05.2009) stating that watching Underbelly was no different from watching any other 

American crime show; “It’s all rubbish” (George Williams, 01.05.2009). But respondent 

Roberta Williams (Carl Williams’ ex-wife, 14.06.10) did say that one of her children 

had found the Underbelly series confronting when it came to the portrayal of Williams’ 

family friend Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin, who had spent many hours with not only Carl 
                                                           
125 The episode, Sorcerer’s Apprentice, hints at another possible person being at Gangitano’s residence the night of his murder. At 
Gangitano’s funeral, Tony Mokbel asks Kinniburgh, ‘Who done it?’ Kinniburgh replies, ‘Internal affairs.’ Mokbel: ‘Rumour has it 
Mark (Moran) was there.’  Kinniburgh: ‘I’m not replying to rumours.’ 

 

126 A death-bed confession from Bert Wrout claimed he had supplied the gun which killed Gangitano to 
Mark Moran, and Mark, not Jason, was the shooter.         
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and Roberta but also with their children. While respondent Roberta had originally been 

worried about her two younger children, especially Dhakota (Carl and Roberta’s child 

together) it was one of her older children who she would end up comforting and 

explaining things to. “She thought Andrew was planning to kill Carl although she had 

always thought Carl and Andrew were friends... I had to sit her down and tell her what 

she watched was nothing but crap” (Roberta Williams, 2010). Williams’ daughter had 

grown up with Veniamin being around and had known him, however she had become 

distraught and started to destroy images of Veniamin until her mother explained that 

Underbelly was all made up. Roberta Williams’ daughter had watched Underbelly and 

misunderstood the fact that Underbelly had been crafted for television consumption. 

The strange thing, according to Roberta, was, “she knew it wasn’t me who was on the 

tele (sic) so not sure why she thought Andrew would be any different” (Roberta 

Williams, 2010). 

 In the Underbelly series, Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin had originally been contracted to 

kill Carl, and that was true according to both respondents Carl Williams and his father 

George. “He met us, liked us and that was that” (George Williams, 2012). During a 

radio interview, respondent Roberta Williams said she thought Damian Walshe-

Howling, who played Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin, “actually played him well. There were 

some parts in it where I had a little cry because he reminded me of him and we were 

really good friends and very, very close” (cited in AAP, 2008a). But according to 

respondent Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) while Walshe-Howling “was a very, very 

good physical match (to Veniamin) it was far from how Veniamin spoke; as soon as he 

opened his mouth it was clear that he wasn’t from the same sort of background... he had 

the nice middle-class accent... Andrew did not. It wasn’t an imitation, it was a 

portrayal... it was a dramatic portrayal” (Brian, author/journalist, 02.12.08). Gatto, who 

was acquitted of the murder of Veniamin, stated that Walshe-Howling “gave the 

character too much charisma... he (Veniamin) was very jealous, aggressive and 

ambitious” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 2009b). Interviewee Chilli stated, “Andrew would 

kill you quick as look at you... One day a guy complained to Andrew about being too 

close to his greyhound... he was fucking lucky Andrew just didn’t shoot the fucking 

dog!” (Chilli, driver, 12.06.11).  

 Although he lived in Victoria, Gatto had watched the Underbelly series and stated that 

while some of it had been accurate there was a lot shown which had never happened. 
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“They threw in some murders that just weren’t related and created relationships that 

didn’t exist... they didn’t let the truth get in the way of a good story” (cited in Gatto and 

Noble, 2009a, p. 253). However the image of Vince Colosimo portraying Gangitano 

was so realistic that Mick Gatto admitted when he watched Underbelly, “In one or two 

scenes I couldn’t tell whether it was Alphonse or Vince” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 

2009a, p. 212). Gatto described one scene in Underbelly [Episode 1: The Black Prince] 

where he couldn’t tell the difference: “In the first episode, he (Alphonse) killed Greg 

Workman, went home, had a shower and went upstairs to bed. His wife Virginia asked, 

“Why did you have a shower down in the laundry?” He replied, “Go back to sleep 

Virginia” and put his shades on. He was a dead ringer for Alphonse. You could not tell 

the difference” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 212).  

Gatto stated there were originally two versions of Veniamin’s murder written into the 

Underbelly storyline: “one of what happened, the other the police version of events, 

which had me executing Andrew, then firing shots around the room to pretend it was 

self-defence. I took offence at that. I’d been acquitted, yet they wanted to do that” (cited 

in Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 267). Gatto then rang Channel Nine Chief Executive 

Officer Eddie McGuire (who he had become “mates” with) and spoke to him. “He made 

some enquiries and found out those scenes weren’t going to be used. I was thankful I 

made those inquiries” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 269). Gatto would always 

claim there was no “Carlton Crew”. However Gatto’s agent Mark Markson was 

“shopping around” for the possibility of a Carlton Crew fashion label for men at the 

time Underbelly was being broadcast,: “The label you have when there’s no such things 

as the Carlton Crew” (cited in Media Watch, 2008).  

Gatto had been really close friends with Carlton Crew statesman Graham Kinniburgh, 

who was once described as one of the most influential crime bosses in Melbourne. 

Veniamin’s murder in the Underbelly series was as a consequence of Gatto arguing with 

Veniamin, who he blamed for Kinniburgh’s murder. Gatto has always claimed 

Veniamin was shot in self-defence but respondent Carl Williams disagreed: “Andrew 

idolised Gatto; he would never pull a gun on him... I told him (Veniamin) I didn’t trust 

Gatto but he never listened” (Carl Williams, 06.02.10). 

Graham ‘Munster’ Kinniburgh first came to the attention of authorities after his home 

phone was tapped in 1979. Authorities uncovered the fact that he was overseeing 
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narcotics transactions between the Painters and Dockers Association (Dockies) and 

Thailand gangsters. Kinniburgh would continue to maintain a strong link between the 

“Dockies” and other Melbourne criminal syndicates (Ryan et al., 2008). Respondent 

Brian (journalist/author, 02.12.08) said unlike some other crime figures in the 

Melbourne gang war, Kinniburgh preferred to lead a very low-key existence. “Although 

he resided in a double-storey, highly secure, brick-fenced house in Belmont Avenue, 

Kew, a prestigious part of Melbourne’s leafy eastern suburbs and an area known for its 

doctors and lawyers he continued to drive a second-hand Ford Falcon” (Brian, 

journalist/author, 02.12.08). Yet respondent Doug (former police detective, 22.04.09) 

stated that while Kinniburgh did not flaunt his wealth he managed to put his two 

children through private schools while not working in any legitimate job. Once, when 

questioned by police, Kinniburgh said he still worked as a rigger. Kinniburgh mostly 

preferred the casual clothes of an off-duty dock-worker, but in middle age he had 

acquired some expensive tastes. Kinniburgh is believed to have attempted to retire from 

organised crime, relax and enjoy his wealth because he knew his “card was marked” 

(Mark, author/journalist, 02.12.08), just as portrayed in Underbelly. Former New South 

Wales Detective Roger Rogerson thought Gerard Kennedy played a great ‘Munster’, 

who he had met while in the New South Wales Police Force. “Kennedy got the spirit of 

Graham Kinniburgh” (Rogerson, 2008).   

One who was not happy about his representation within Underbelly was Tony Mokbel, 

who was furious his life was played out for a television series. Mokbel said no one even 

contacted his family and when they (his family) rang about concerns, Underbelly 

producers Screentime and Channel Nine wouldn’t even take any of their calls (Miranda, 

2008). According to respondent Carl Williams (07.03.10), “Tony is furious how 

Danielle127 has been shown... she didn’t sleep with those guys. Tony wants to sue 

them... that thing between Danielle and the Russian never happened; they were never 

involved... or even went out” (07.03.10). Mokbel’s mother felt that her family were 

victims of police harassment. “The police are against them. They love to hurt them. 

They are intentionally against them to harm them, to lock them in jail” (Houlihan, 

2008c). Mrs. Mokbel said her son (Tony) “was no murderer and made his millions from 

real estate and horse gambling” (cited in Houlihan, 2008c). Respondent Winter 

(06.04.10) stated, “Tony was always peaceful until his mate was murdered.” 

                                                           

127 Danielle McGuire fled with Mokbel overseas. They have a daughter together. 
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Respondent Eric (barrister, 17.06.09) stated, “He’s actually not a ruthless sort of a 

bloke. Certainly he’s a business man, but he’s not one of those underworld, ruthless, 

killer type people... he’s really not.” Eric (barrister, 07.10.10) added that when Mokbel 

fled Australia, he: 

... organised a yacht from Perth and the people who actually had 

the yacht were charged. He got in the yacht and went up to 

Indonesia then from Indonesia... got a plane out... ended up in 

Greece. I said to him, ‘Athens?’ Melbourne is the second largest 

Greek city in the world... Greek population... so I said, ‘Now 

people in Athens read the Herald Sun and you think you can go 

hide in that?’ And he said, ‘But I was disguised...’ He says, 

‘How do you think they’d recognise me?’ I said, ‘Was it itchy 

with the wig on?’ He said, ‘Oh yeah, you got to pick it up. Ahhh 

that’s what it is. I was scratching around and someone 

recognised me.’ (Eric, barrister, 07.10.10). 

 

Underbelly suggested that the main reason for this hatred between the Morans and 

Williams was borne of revenge. Brookman (2005) however suggests that motives for 

revenge are much more complex than just being one issue. Respondent Carl Williams 

stated, “Jason shot my car up - they never showed that... And ripped off? They ripped 

me off while I was inside jail for around $1 million, no one showed that in Underbelly” 

(Carl Williams, 16.12.09). He also indicated that he had feared for his family. “One 

time Jason shot up the car while I had Bert 128 and the kids in it” (Carl Williams, 

13.03.10). So while the shooting may have been the catalyst for some of the underworld 

killings it wasn’t the only motivation; rather it was one of a series of incidents that set 

the wheels in motion. “Just for a moment please try putting yourself in my shoes. It was 

my 29th birthday. As far as I was concerned I didn’t have a worry in the world. That is 

until I went and met up with someone I thought was a friend of mine, Mark Moran 

(Mark Cole Moran and brother Jason Moran were born into the Melbourne gangland 

scene) only to end up getting shot by him and his brother... because they were money 

                                                           

128 In real life Roberta’s nick name was Bert not Bobby as used in Underbelly 
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hungry, greedy control freaks who I wouldn’t bow down to” (Silvester, 2008)129. 

Admitting he was no saint, respondent Carl Williams stated he was not ashamed of what 

he had done. “I am the first to admit that I wish I could turn back time and what 

happened never did... I was forced to take actions to protect my loved ones. I killed or 

played a role in killing people who were planning to kill me, and for that I have lost my 

freedom for the best part of my life.” He further states, “they (Underbelly) never 

showed they were going to kill me at Dhakota’s christening; the bloke came in, looked 

around and saw too many of our people there, turned around and left... knew what he 

was there for, just didn’t go through with it” (Carl Williams, 01.01.10). However 

respondent Winter (06.04.10) stated that Carl Williams had broken the code when the 

murders of Jason Moran and Barbaro, (friend and bodyguard of Jason Moran) had been 

committed in front of children. “Never in front of the kids, they’re off limits, it made 

Mum move us away, we were friends with the Morans” (Winter, 06.04.10).  

As stated previously, some members of the Melbourne underworld, such as Graham 

‘Munster’ Kinniburgh, did at one time work with the Painters and Dockers, others like 

Dominic ‘Mick’ Gatto were involved in the construction industry, at least on paper.130 

While some may believe that members of the Melbourne underworld could have tried 

harder to succeed in more conventional jobs, the crime and the subculture that exists 

within that framework would become part of their everyday existence. All members of 

the Melbourne underworld subculture had families and shared traditional family values 

such as loyalty, trust and love. While Durkheim sees poverty and crime as 

interconnected, many Melbourne underworld figures did not come from impoverished 

backgrounds. Instead, some such as the Moran brothers attended private schools. “Jason 

and Mark Moran did attend Penleigh and Essendon Grammar School” (Cooper, 

2009) 131and were considered to be middle-class, but by the time they were represented 

in Underbelly they had already been involved in break-and-enter crews such as the 

Ascot Vale Crew. Other true life actors such as Carl Williams and Andrew ‘Benji’ 

Veniamin did come from areas considered - even at the time of writing this thesis - as 

impoverished. Williams grew up in the Victorian area of Broadmeadows and attended 
                                                           

129 Carl Williams would later claim he never had any contact with John Silvester or Andrew Rule, writers 
of the Leadbelly and Underbelly book series 

130 Kinniburgh still held a riggers ticket at the time of his murder, while Mark Moran was a pastry cook 
by trade. 

131 School archivist of Penleigh and Essendon Grammar School confirmed this  
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Broadmeadows primary and high schools. Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin grew up in 

Sunshine, another area of Victoria deemed as being socio-economically challenged. 

Unlike the Carlton Crew who were mostly seen in business suits (in Underbelly), Carl 

Williams and his crew often appeared, at least in Underbelly, to wear more casual attire 

such as shorts, tracksuits and thongs. But respondent Doug (former police detective, 

03.12.08) stated, “regardless of where they (the crooks) come from they always want to 

be seen with a better life style,” adding, “All their children go to private schools and 

there’s no way their kids would touch the product (drugs)” (Doug, former police 

detective, 03.12.08).  

Fred Gardaphe (2006) asserts that, “Traditionally the world outside the home was 

considered a manly domain, while the domestic front was controlled by women” 

(Gardaphe, 2006, p. 17). All had family, and crime was their business, not their entire 

life - just as productions such as The Godfather and the Sopranos showed. Respondent 

Roberta Williams (Carl William’ ex-wife, 16.05.10) stated that she was upset at the way 

she was portrayed in Underbelly. Roberta stated on many occasions that her life was 

one of a suburban housewife with a normal family, describing Underbelly as “a load of 

crap” (cited in Galvin and Ghossein, 2009). She was particularly upset about being 

portrayed as a “drug taking filthy mouthed skank” (cited in Galvin and Ghossein, 2009), 

“but I got into it and thought, this is a comedy, not reality, it’s humorous. Sometimes 

yes I swear, yell and scream but I don’t conduct myself in the way being shown on 

Underbelly” (cited in AAP, 2008a). Underbelly portrayed Roberta out the front of the 

courthouse in the car with Williams just before he was going to be sentenced, giving 

him a blow-job. Roberta (02.01.10) stated, “Carl rang me from jail and said so you give 

blow-jobs now? I’m just not like that, I’m not that sort of girl. I don’t do things like 

that... I cook... for the family... I don’t do things like that.” Roberta described herself as 

more prudish than Underbelly made her appear, and that she had never taken the drug 

ecstasy stating, “I'm not one of these chicks who spasmodically has sex wherever it’s 

desired like they portray me on the show” (cited in AAP, 2008a).  Respondent Eric 

(barrister, 17.06.09) who knew her well, confirmed, “She was horrified. She didn’t want 

to be seen acting like that, and at no time does she swear and abuse her kids like you 

saw... it makes good TV I suppose.” Roberta lived by a very moral code and raised her 

children with a set of values that could be viewed as normal. Throughout Underbelly 

respondent Roberta Williams (16.05.10) was often shown swearing at one of her 

daughters, Danielle, calling her a “slut” and a “bitch”. Reality is very different: “I never 
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swear at the kids and never with that sort of language at Danielle, the police saw us go 

in there and must have just made this stuff up for the show...” (Roberta Williams, 

16.05.10). At the time of Underbelly being produced Roberta Williams had four 

children: one son and three daughters. This was not shown in the Underbelly series. 

Underbelly saw her life become entertainment and fodder for the masses. “I thought 

hang on a minute, this is my misery and you people are having fun on it - it has become 

your weekly soapie” (cited in Galvin and Ghossein, 2009). She further added, “There 

was one part where they had Carl doing gun actions around his legs. That’s taking the 

piss out of serious crime. I don't feel that is very amusing at all” (2009). My respondents 

confirmed that Roberta and Andrew Veniamin had been very close but so had Carl and 

many others. Respondent Roberta states, “Yes, Andrew and I were close, but I never 

slept with him. I was married to Carl.”  She further added   “I spent as much time as I 

could with Andrew’s body before the funeral.”  In an interview to a newspaper  Roberta 

had stated “ In fact a lot of that time was spent working out how we would cover the 

gunshot wounds for his parents’ sake and my children’s sake... no one should lose their 

life that way” (cited in McWhirter, 2009a). 

After Underbelly aired people felt they knew Roberta and she would often be met by 

abuse from total strangers who saw her lifestyle as one of decadence, living high on the 

hog - and maybe it was, when the Williams family business had been booming (Galvin 

and Ghossein, 2009). However life was very different after Carl Williams was 

incarcerated. Roberta became a single mum with four children including Dhakota, 

Carl’s daughter. “I don’t know where they think we have money stashed, it’s long gone” 

(Roberta Williams, 04.06.10). Carl Williams confirmed this, stating, “most went on 

legal fees and then when there’s no money no one wants to know you” (Carl Williams, 

02.12.09). Both respondents Carl and Roberta Williams were concerned for the welfare 

of their daughter, because newspapers kept reporting that money was buried in back 

yards. “I’m frightened someone will believe them and kidnap Dhakota... it’s just not 

right, they shouldn’t do that” (Roberta Williams, 06.06.11).  

Being a criminal was only one facet of the Melbourne true life actors portrayed in 

Underbelly; they had families and family was important to them all. To his family Carl 

Williams was a husband, father and son who lived a life which, although outside 

society’s norm, was at least a normal life to them. Roberta described Carl as someone 

who saw life as one long party, one who didn’t live the way others do. “He loved 
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Dhakota very much but was not the sort of father who liked to change nappies. If I left 

Dhakota with him and she needed a nappy change he would take her to his mum’s 

around the corner” (Roberta Williams, 31.04.10).  

In Underbelly Carl Williams seemed to be manipulated into situations by his wife 

Roberta (played by Kat Stewart), but Carl was not a man who could be easily 

manipulated.  Respondent Eric (barrister, 4.12.08) stated that Carl would have made a 

good business man; “He took the time to check in regularly with everyone, he knew 

what was going on.” Carl Williams was very different to the character portrayed in the 

Underbelly series; he was a professional who ran his business professionally. Forensic 

psychologist Ian Joblin was asked by Williams’ defence (2006) to assess Williams pre-

trial, and stated that Carl was “intelligent and very aware of what is happening... polite, 

cooperative, logical and certainly not suffering from any diagnosable abnormality” 

(cited in Jackson, 2008, p. 209). 

Williams stated that Silvester and Rule had only shown one side of the story in their 

books and in the paper. “I rang him (Silvester) up and asked to meet with him to tell my 

side... but he didn’t want to meet with me, didn’t want to hear my side of things, so tell 

me how this could be the truth?” (Carl Williams, 11.01.10). When Silvester and Rule’s 

book was adapted for Underbelly, Carl Williams was portrayed as someone slightly 

dim-witted and Williams was not happy with his portrayal on the Underbelly series. 

Respondent Brian132 (journalist/author, 02.12.08) stated that Carl believed he had been 

portrayed as a “brain-dead goose... but he doesn’t care enough about the show to worry 

about it.” When I interviewed him (Carl Williams, 01.01.10) he assured me he did care 

about the way he was being viewed. “I have family and a daughter, who if they only see 

the television show will not know what really happened and how I really am.” He said, 

“If people really knew what had happened it would be a different show, they would see 

me as someone protecting my family,” adding, “I don't mind them telling the truth about 

me, but telling lies and painting me out like some kind of dickhead who is brain dead - 

well that's just bullshit” (Carl Williams, 06.03.10). According to sociologist Orrin Klapp 

(1948), one of the best ways to depreciate someone is to make them look like a fool or a 

clown, and to make their rivals appear much brighter. In the case of Underbelly, 

                                                           

132 Name withheld 
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Williams was portrayed as the clown,  always appearing to be dumber than his rivals, 

the Carlton Crew’ and the Victorian police squad - the Purana Task Force.   

In the Underbelly series, as in real life, the Moran and Williams families were rivals but 

it had not always been that way. Roberta Williams’ first marriage had been to a close 

friend of the Moran family, Dean Stephens, with whom she had three children, and she 

and Stephens had also been friendly with Carl who at one time had dated Roberta’s 

sister. Carl stated, “Perhaps Dean was stirring things with the Morans behind the scenes, 

we’ll never know” (Carl Williams, 03.01.10). Roberta felt that the Morans, especially 

the Moran women, always “looked down on her” when she was married to Stephens. 

But Judy Moran stated that Roberta Williams always followed the Moran women. “The 

girls always knew that if they wore something to a social occasion, Roberta would turn 

up the next week wearing exactly the same outfit... a very poor imitation and second-

hand Rose” (cited in Heinrich, 2005). One time the Moran brothers set up Stephens for 

a drug sting. “When the jacks raided our house one copper said to me ‘You know who 

gave us this information don’t you? Think of the last person you saw last night.’ We’d 

seen Mark Moran the night before” (cited in Williams and Gleeson, 2009, p. 51).  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, some police were involved in corrupt activities 

including selling precursor chemicals (part of the component used in drug production) 

back to the true life actors. “Mark and Jason Moran used to meet the police each week 

to pay them money and give them information and in return they were given a green 

light to do what they please with drug dealing and shit” (cited in Williams and Gleeson, 

2009, p. 49). Williams, in the Victorian Supreme Court 2007, specified that the war he 

had with the Morans “came down to: we will see who gets who first” (AAP, 2007b) 

after they shot him in the stomach in 1999. He stated that the Moran brothers had told 

him not to fuck with them. “You know what we have done with other people... We're 

working with police, we virtually have a licence to do anything” (cited in AAP, 2007b). 

While this claim (working with police) has never been proven, it was something Carl 

stated the Morans would say several times throughout the time he and Roberta had 

known them. My respondents affirmed that this tactic was applied many times by the 

Morans when they wanted to intimidate rivals. Another Moran also used to intimidate 

people: “Judy always used the boys’ names to get what she wanted; she would say 

‘don’t you know who my boys are?’” (Carl Williams, 06.03.10).  
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Judith Moran was outspoken about the way her family was portrayed in Underbelly, 

something she would not have been able to do if the Moran men, especially her husband 

Lewis, had been alive. “She had a hard life but if the boys had still been around she 

would have got a back-hander or something similar”, respondent Mark 

(author/journalist, 02.12.08) asserted.  But according to respondent Carl (12.12.09), she 

would often get her boys into trouble “using their names all over the place to get her 

way.” Judy Moran stated, “It is a world where to ask too many questions might see you 

belted for your curiosity. It is a world with rules for men, and where women know their 

place. I just happened to fall in love with a man who lived a different life to that of a lot 

of husbands” (cited in Heinrich, 2005). Judith Moran also stated that Lewis Moran had 

“bashed her repeatedly, to the point where she nearly died of the injuries” (Heinrich, 

2005). But at the time of Lewis Moran’s death they were separated and Lewis Moran 

was living with another unnamed woman. This was not shown in Underbelly; instead in 

was insinuated (through actions and language) that Judy and Lewis Moran were still 

living together.     

For the wives and partners of criminals, such as those portrayed in Underbelly, 

supporting the family was expected and had always occurred. Judith Moran always 

publicly declared that no family members were involved in any murders. Her son Jason 

Moran and Graham Kinniburgh were implicated in the Alphonse Gangitano murder in 

1998, a claim disputed by Judith (Judy) Moran. The Victorian Coroner found DNA of 

both Jason Moran and Graham Kinniburgh at the murder scene of Gangitano, but just 

couldn’t prove who had fired the gun. The coroner found that Kinniburgh left his DNA 

on a security door after bumping against it during his retreat exit. Coroner Iain West 

stated: 

The evidence supports a finding that to his family, the deceased 

was a loving partner and father, however away from the home 

environment he was little more than a thug. While the 

investigation does not disclose a clear motive for his death, there 

is little doubt that he had enemies and that he met his death by 

foul play. While I am satisfied that both Graham Alan 

Kinniburgh and Jason Patrick Moran were implicated in the 

death there is insufficient evidence to enable a positive finding 

as to who caused the death (cited in Bezzina and Collins, 2010). 
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Judy Moran stated that the Purana Task Force could have charged Jason anytime during 

his lifetime but had never done so. “Why wasn't my son charged with murdering 

Alphonse?” (cited in Roberts, 2008). Moran would also state that her son (Jason) was a 

beautiful boy who had been set up by the police. “He was home, he was home. The 

police know. They had a bug in the roof... they know where he was” (cited in Roberts, 

2008).  While Underbelly showed Gangitano’s murder, it did not show who pulled the 

trigger. Despite this, Judy Moran stated that Underbelly was made up. “People want to 

believe (the TV series) Underbelly, which is 95 per cent fiction. I haven't seen it, Nine 

gave me the first two chapters but I couldn't look at it, I've got no interest in that 

rubbish” (cited in Roberts, 2008). Judy Moran would also state that her family deeply 

cared for each other. “To me, it's just all too fictitious and stupid... as a mother I feel 

sick. I'm deeply offended. I'm worried for Jason's children. How are they going to think 

of their father... as a murderer?” (cited in Houlihan, 2008b). Respondent Winter133 had 

grown up around the Moran family. “Dad knew them so we hung around them... Mark 

was really nice; every Sunday he made his wife (Antonella) breakfast in bed, probably a 

bit nicer than Jason who could be at times wild” (Winter, waitress, 06.06.10). But 

respondent Winter added, “he (Jason) was inside for Christmas and shouted the whole 

block Christmas, it must have cost a fortune; he made it special, especially for the kids” 

(Winter, 06.06.10). Jason Moran’s murder was very public, in a car park with children 

in the rear of the car. This was portrayed in Underbelly just as it had occurred in real 

life. There was no real need to add drama, it had been a real life tragedy. Wendy Pierce 

(wife of Victor Pierce, a former Melbourne underworld figure - portrayed in 

Underbelly) said, “It's a dirty thing doing it in front of all those kids” (cited in Silvester, 

2003).  

At his trial Carl Williams pleaded guilty to the murder of Jason Moran but stated that it 

had not been part of his plan to have Moran and his associate killed in front of children. 

“In a perfect world I wouldn't have killed them there” (cited in Hoare, 2007).  

Respondent Carl Williams confided to me, “I have kids... no way would I have let them 

do it if I had known where it was going to be” (Carl Williams, 03.01.10). But while Carl 

Williams was very much a family man who protected his family in the best way he 

knew how, he could also be “treacherous, a player” (Chilli, driver, 2012). Respondent 

                                                           

133 Name withheld 
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Chilli detailed how even if Carl was somewhere with Roberta, “he was always checking 

them out (other women), he could charm them” (Chilli, 2012). P. David Marshall 

(1997) suggests that being charming and charismatic is not enough, because those who 

are lower within this subculture are always attempting to rise to the top. Joshua Gamson 

(2001) suggests that members are not forced to follow a particular leader, however they 

do so willingly because it is in their best interests to form an alliance with that 

individual; so it was with Underbelly’s true life actors, who elected which side they 

wanted to be on - all except for Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin, who thought he could be 

friends with both sides.  

During our interview sessions Williams admitted he was no saint but he was not 

ashamed of what he had done to protect his family.  However, he did state:  

I am the first to admit that I wish I could turn back time and what happened 

never did... I was forced to take actions to protect my loved ones. I killed or 

played a role in killing people who were planning to kill me, and for that I 

have lost my freedom for the best part of my life. I am no saint but those 

killed were worse than me. I never hurt innocent people (Carl Williams,  

03.01.10).  

He further added, “I regret the kids saw their dad’s (Jason Moran’s) death but one thing 

they didn’t show (in Underbelly) was they intended to murder me at Dhakota’s 

christening” (Carl Williams 03.01.10) However respondent Winter (waitress, 04.04.10) 

and some family members moved house after Jason Moran was murdered. “Carl broke 

the code of keeping things away from family; we didn’t know who would be next, Dad 

was inside and we needed to be safe” (Winter, waitress, 04.04.10). 

One murder Williams would not be found guilty of, or admit to, was the murder of 

Jason’s brother Mark Cole Moran. Underbelly showed Carl Williams pulling the trigger 

and killing Moran outside his home while taking the garbage bin out. However, the 

Victorian Coroner’s report states that Mark Cole was shot while getting into his car 

outside his home. “The discharge of shot had been directed toward the driver door from 

a position rearward and at an angle to the driver side of the vehicle” (Coroners Court of 

Victoria, 2002). Respondent Eric stated that Carl Williams was only one of the suspects 
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in the Mark Cole Moran murder. “If you went from this side it was them,134 if you went 

this way it pointed to Carl and it was easier for the cops to make it with Carl” (Eric, 

barrister, 22.04.09). Just as had been shown in Underbelly, Mark Moran was informing 

on other underworld figures and maybe he was shot because of his informing. However, 

Carl Williams had an alibi on the night of Mark Cole Moran’s murder; he had been with 

an associate nicknamed Chilli and Chilli’s son on the other side of town at the time of 

the murder. Respondent Chilli (driver, 05.08.10) confirmed, “We were nowhere near 

there... the cops could try all they liked but we weren’t there... Carl was with me ‘til real 

late... the son was scoring shit (drugs) at the time”. Respondent Eric (barrister, 17.06.09) 

acknowledged there was a video of Carl Williams at the time of Mark Moran’s murder - 

just as shown in Underbelly:   

The video took six months for us to get it after Mark Moran was 

shot. It had come to us through the back door, not through any 

official channel. There is a video twelve minutes after Mark 

Moran is shot... there is a video of Carl Williams walking across 

a service station apron in Melton. Can’t do it in twelve minutes. 

You know in Underbelly they tried to do it like they were racing 

around to the bottle shop to see if they could do it in time? What 

the police were doing in relation to the Melton petrol station... 

they couldn’t do it... even with lights and sirens they couldn’t 

get there in twelve minutes. And Carl was not there. He was 

with...8 (Eric, barrister, 17.06.09). 

 

While most of the Melbourne underworld used drugs as a commodity, for some it was 

not only business, but also pleasure. Williams’ older brother Shane had died from a 

heroin overdose several years before Carl started dealing, and Carl and Roberta were 

both known to help some people get off heroin. So why did Williams believe it was 

alright to sell other drugs? “It wasn’t the same, it wasn’t too bad... not the same thing” 

(Carl Williams, 16.02.10). Carl Williams and others used both legal and illegal drugs 

for various reasons; for example Mark Cole Moran had legally obtained anti-

depressants in his system at his time of death (Coroners Court of Victoria, 2002). Mark 

Cole Moran had a history of depression and paranoia psychosis, resulting in his 

                                                           

134 Name withheld to protect anonymity  
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hospitalisation the year of his death, but had been responding to treatment according to 

his wife Antonella at the inquest of her husband’s death135 (Coroners Court of Victoria, 

2002).  Prior to his death, Gangitano had been hospitalised for depression and anxiety, 

with anti-depressants being found in his body during the autopsy. “Some said he was 

paranoid. The truth was that he thought he was going to be killed” (Munro and 

Silvester, 2009). Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin was known to suffer from depression and 

painkiller addiction at the time of his death (Brian, author/journalist, 11.06.09). To 

commemorate the murder of Veniamin, Williams made and sold a batch of ecstasy pills 

with a special memorial mark (Brian, author/journalist, 11.06.09). 

Barbara Williams and Carl had been very close. “She didn’t want him to take the deal 

but the cops threatened to charge Roberta, get her held in remand, leaving Dhakota 

without her mum, even charge Barb if they needed to so, he took the plea,” explained 

respondent George Williams (Carl’s father, 04.01.10). Carl Williams would later say to 

his mother, “It’s better Judy Moran crying on a coffin instead of you, Mum. I'm still 

alive” (cited in AAP, 2007a). During his incarceration Williams’ mother Barbara 

committed suicide. Williams asked to be allowed leave to pay his respects. He offered 

to be shackled: it was denied. Williams then offered to go to the funeral home with no 

one else except prison guards. “They said no again, then they asked me if I would ask 

again. I said, ‘Is the answer going to be any different?’ They said, ‘No.’ I said, ‘Why 

fucking bother?’” (Carl Williams, 03.01.10). Respondent Brian stated,  

He would spend as much time with his mother at home as with his wife 

Roberta, even the good days. He loved his mum's cooking, he would go 

home regularly. Even during the height of the gangland war, police would 

often find him at his mum's house. I think his sentence for thirty-five years 

hit his mother very, very hard. They were very close. He's lost the real rock 

in his life, you could say (Brian, author/journalist, 02.12.08).  

His closeness to family members such as his mum and dad was never explored in 

Underbelly, perhaps because it would have humanised him by showing a man quite 

different to the person police wanted to show society.  

                                                           

135 It is not known whether Mark Cole Moran’s mental issues had been as a result of his criminal activity. 
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When Screentime and Channel Nine decided to commission Underbelly they clearly did 

it for ratings and profit, with no regard to any possible other outcomes. It is part of the 

Australian legal system that everyone receives a fair trial without any outside 

interference, yet they (Screentime and Channel Nine) were willing to jeopardise not 

only the Goussis trial but others such as Tony Mokbel’s trial, Carl Williams’ appeal and 

some others relating to crimes which at this time have not been solved. Whether initially 

or not, Screentime and Channel Nine glorified the lives of the Melbourne underworld 

for some, but not all individuals, resulting in two or maybe more people serving time in 

jail or worse, even death, as indicated in the case of Peter Rule, who tragically modelled 

himself on the characters he saw in Underbelly.  

Screentime and Channel Nine did not consider the lives of those who they had crafted 

for television as being of any consequence, however all these people, living or dead, had 

families and children. Some of the children of the true life actors, such as the Moran and 

Williams children, may have little or no memory of them, resulting in their memories 

being crafted partially by the Underbelly production. While Screentime and Channel 

Nine cannot be responsible for the actions of everyone, they must take responsibility for 

creating at least a partial reality when undertaking contemporary works.  

In Chapter Six, It’s Not My Reality: Perceptions from True Life Actors, firstly I have 

discussed Underbelly’s impact on the current and future trials associated with the true 

life actors. Secondly, I have discussed the crafted reality presented to society and how 

the reality is different from the Underbelly series. Thirdly, I have discussed the reality 

of life as a true life actor, and how it is very different from the one portrayed in 

Underbelly. Fourthly, I have discussed the responsibility cultural producers must 

consider when producing crime entertainment based on true events and people for 

public consumption, and the impact it may have on the families of true life actors.   
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion  

Many studies of media and popular culture have taken the final product (e.g., a 

television show, a film, etc.) as the starting point for their analysis (Nelson, 2001; 

Lipkin, Paget and Roscoe, 2006; Jewkes, 2015). This has taken the form of content 

analyses and scholarly interpretation of the final product’s meaning and its 

perceived authenticity to reality. Thus far, a number of studies have examined the 

impact of media representations on crime and criminality (Surette, 1998; Jewkes, 

2004; Jermyn, 2006) yet there has been very limited research undertaken into the 

production phase of crime television. In recent years two authors (Colbran, 2011, 

2014; Lam, 2011, 2013) have begun to focus on the production processes of crime 

television shows. While Lam and Colbran focus on Canadian and British television 

crime shows respectively, this thesis has focused on Australian crime show 

production through a case study into Underbelly, thereby adding to what is 

considered to be a relatively small body of work by identifying how my research 

might extend the existing literature in this field. 

Following the previous chapters the following key findings have emerged: 

• Faction as a narrative for para historical works  

• Over reliance on police involvement in television crime shows 

• True life actors’ portrayal 

• Implications for future works and the criminal justice process 

 

True crime, as entertainment, is not a new phenomenon. The Murders in the Rue 

Morgue, a short story by Edgar Allan Poe published in 1841, was based on a real crime 

and is recognised as the template for writers of true crime. Authors would look to real 

crimes as a source of inspiration and as a means of enticing and titillating readers.  This 

template continues today even as new communication technologies have advanced, 

allowing opportunities for new audiences. No longer is there recognition of the generic 

boundaries of drama and documentary; changes in technology have enabled slippage of 

generic boundaries with new terms such as docudrama, dramadoc, reality formats and 

faction becoming common-place (Lipkin, 2002; Paget, 2002; Lipkin, Paget and Roscoe, 

2006) Underbelly did not strictly adhere to any one generic code; instead it drew 

inspiration from a number of generic treatments such as sensational fiction, melodrama, 
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drama, documentary and faction as a way of enticing audiences to tune in every week 

for thirteen episodes. Instead, by drawing from the various elements of many different 

generic forms, Underbelly always had the potential to sit outside any one recognised 

generic category.  

Cultural producers hope the promise of fact (Paget, 1990) will ensure that audiences 

will engage with the work, however as Paget (2007), Bignell (Bignell, 2010) and Lipkin 

(2011) state, there is a reliance on the audiences to make the right connection to the 

created reality - yet they may have no previous knowledge of the events and people 

being portrayed. Returning to Paget 2011; Lipkin 2011 and White 2014 who conclude 

the author of faction often relies on memory as the template for the characters and 

events to be included in the work, it is important to acknowledge whose memory writers 

are relying on to recreate the past and bring the work to life.  

Remember they (the audience) don’t know. It could be 20% based on fact... 

could be 90% based on fact (Daniel, scriptwriter, 26.09.09). 

I mean I've had people in their professional lives that come up to 

me... you know, corporate functions... and go, “You were in Purana, 

what about that bit when they...” and you think, “Hang on a minute, 

that didn't happen at all.” So perception becomes reality for these 

people, whether you like it or not. (Doug, ex-police officer, 

03.12.08) 

 

When cultural producers do not know “specifics” they call in technical consultants 

whose expertise takes the form of exemplars. The highly specialised knowledge of 

technical consultants provides the details necessary for understanding and representing a 

story about policing. When writing crime procedural dramas, the story about policing 

tends to follow the narrative structure of a legal case. Although Underbelly was not 

strictly considered a police procedural drama, it drew on many of the codes and 

conventions of police procedural dramas. Similarly to crime television procedural 

shows such as Dragnet(1949-1957) and Homicide (1964-1977), Underbelly used real 

police case files for the basis of this show. In addition to this, Victorian police 

consultants were heavily involved in the Underbelly production by supplying police 
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transcripts to assist scriptwriters, showing actors how to interview suspects, showing 

actors how to use weapons and even supplying a working drug press. Respondent Doug 

(former detective, 03.12.08) confirmed that the set of Underbelly had been supplied 

with a working pill press but there were many restrictions placed on the production 

crew: 

These machines need a high degree of security because they’re sought after by 

criminal gangs. Therefore, our pill press needed a 24-hour armed guard and was 

under heavy fortification at all times. We also required special dispensation to 

actually move it, but by the end we were manufacturing pretty authentic looking 

ecstasy tablets with the aid of glucose! (cited in STV, 2009) 

While there can be advantages for police involvement in productions such as 

Underbelly, there are implications not only for cultural producers but also for policing 

and procedural justice - namely a fair trial.  

Whether you like them, or dislike criminals, at the end of the day they're entitled 

to a fair trial under the system (Doug ex Purana detective(12.09.09) . 

I suggest that the involvement of the police has until now been an advantage because it 

has provided writers and actors with the opportunity to add realism to their show and to 

the characters.  Nevertheless, it has also created problems when producing a 

contemporary drama such as Underbelly, as police have now become the primary 

definers of reality. A reliance on police involvement results in not only the story from 

the aspect of the police being central to it, but also limiting what is being shown to 

audiences. 

There was a certain amount of official cooperation (Underbelly) and 

there was probably a little more unofficial cooperation where if they 

had a question they could get it asked to the right person. I think the 

police were very careful not to be seen to be too close, but then I 

note that they were all there at the Underbelly launch. (Brian, 

author/journalist, 02.12.08) 
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Her Honour Supreme Court Justice Betty King was surprised at police involvement in 

Underbelly 

The accuracy of these matters was quite easy to ensure, as I have no doubt that 

the producers had the full cooperation of Victoria Police - when I was watching 

the episodes we came to an episode on the formation of Purana Task Force 

which was organised to try and stop the gangland murders, and they showed 

them doing all the traditional task force things, organising a stubby holder, a tie, 

a scarf for the ladies - all with the taskforce logo (King, 2009)  

In fact Her Honour expressed that she was further surprise the actual members of Task 

Force Purana were in the final scenes of Underbelly: 

Sure enough in the back rows of the shot of the taskforce on the steps were the 

actual Purana police officers - they had got themselves some lasting fame, they 

were in Underbelly. And right at the end of the show as the officers walk 

triumphantly over the hill having arrested Williams there they are again (King, 

2009). 

Therefore, no police transcripts or tapes should be made available to any media, 

especially if cases are pending before the court.  Additionally, there are implications for 

the media when there is an overreliance on the police for information. As indicated, this 

can result in semi censored work being placed in the public domain (Lee and 

McGovern, 2006, 2014). Wilson (1962, cited in McGovern and Lee, 2010) indicates,  

“The fragility of their (media) relationship with law enforcement agencies demands that 

they acquiesce to the police version”. As respondent John indicates:  

I got a sense that when branches of the media told sections of 

the story it was as if there were some groups in the media that 

were pretty much defending the police line. There is a problem 

in police reporting in that you are so dependent on your police 

sources that after a while you begin to exclude important 

material that might offend them. There is a history of this 

wherever you look, but it’s more noticeable in Victoria where 

you have an exchange of personnel between police media and 
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the newspapers, and you have some people with close 

connections in the police... historic connections (Respondent 

John, 11.09.09). 

 

 Society has become disillusioned with police practices and standards, and with 

technological advancements it is easier than ever for society to see and discuss these 

police issues in a public domain, therefore it is no longer possible to maintain that there 

are no major policing issues.  

In fact respondent Brian (author/journalist, 02.12.08) indicates:  

Well it (corruption) certainly was left out because it’s one of 

those things, again, where it was written with the cooperation of 

police and I think it might have been rather inappropriate to start 

brewing on two things: firstly the police corruption’s role for 

setting the ground for what happened... that was also missed out. 

The coppers in Underbelly were remote figures but I can’t recall 

a character like for instance Wayne Strachan... Senior Sergeant 

Wayne Strachan... who ran the chemical, the diversion desk,... 

that was sending precursor chemicals into the underworld. 

There’s no character like that... he was truly a puppet master... 

quite evil. And what he was doing, I’m surprised they didn’t 

give him a run... people like that. But again I think it was done 

with a certain amount of cooperation from the police and they 

could not afford to really go too far. (Brian, author/journalist, 

02.12.08)  

 

However as Sparks (1992) indicates: 

Cop shows do not presume that we believe the world to be divided 

neatly into heroes and villains: but they do presuppose that at some 

level we would like it to be so (Sparks 1992, p.147). 

The true life actors (as I refer to them) live in a dual world, sitting within yet outside of 

society, to them criminality is a job. 
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If someone does harm to you or your family, you’re entitled to even the score. I 

know the general public might not believe in that but I do. So Carl was well 

within his rights to seek revenge” (cited in Gatto and Noble, 2009a, p. 117).  

 They are merely playing a role and like the rest of society go home to their families at 

the end of the day.  However, once an individual is labelled as a criminal, indications 

are that their voices no longer matter or need to be heard. Resulting in works such as 

Underbelly and other television crime shows disregarding the impact the media 

representations may have on the future of those portrayed or their families (Condry, 

2007).  

While the other kids had milk and cake or biscuits around a table together, 

Winter was isolated and had to sit away from the other kids. “I was given water 

and a piece of dry bread. I thought I had done something wrong. I didn’t know it 

was all about Dad until later on.” (Winter, waitress, 06.04.10)   

Winter also stated she still carried the emotional pain to this day but at least she now 

knows why:  

It’s something I still remember even after all these years. Dad was in jail and I 

was the only one in my year who had a dad in jail (Winter, waitress, 06.04.10). 

Roberta Williams indicates:  

She thought Andrew was planning to kill Carl although she had always thought 

Carl and Andrew were friends... I had to sit her down and tell her what she 

watched was nothing but crap (Roberta Williams, 2010). 

At the time of writing many of the true life murder cases have not been solved. This has 

resulted in Victoria still not televising Underbelly in its entirety, although Victorian 

audiences have been legally able to view six episodes. There are no plans to change this 

in the near future, while there are still murders to solve and people to process through 

the Victorian court system. 

While the fair trial process is at the heart of our legal system, unfortunately the law and 

technology have not been able to keep pace, however it is clear there are implications 
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for individuals if the fair trial process comes second to economic concerns (Chesterman, 

1999a, 1999b). There is potential for jurors and witnesses to be influenced by the visual 

representation of Underbelly (Costigan, 2007). In the case of witnesses, they could 

embellish their testimony if it is different to what they have viewed. And in the case of 

jurors, the television show could fill in any blanks they consider missing throughout the 

trial (Costigan 2007). In addition to this, productions such as Underbelly could also be 

used by the legal fraternity during a trial to discredit a victim or witness.  The following 

is an example. 

During the murder trial of Matthew Johnson (murderer of Carl Williams) I witnessed 

Johnson’s defence team attempting to use Carl Williams’ Underbelly representation as 

evidence of Williams’ behaviour as “a vicious man” in front of the jury. The jury was 

sent out while the prosecution and defence explained why this should, or shouldn’t, be 

allowed into evidence. The judge did not allow Johnson’s defence to use any 

Underbelly references in their statements or evidence.   

As Carl Williams was murdered in a secure unit of Barwon Prison, his family has 

applied for criminal compensation which is available to all of those affected by criminal 

behaviour. Roberta Williams stated that the compensation panel of three - one woman, 

two men - initially viewed her as the character portrayed on Underbelly by Kat Stewart. 

After a while the woman said to Roberta, “You are nothing like I expected, not like 

Underbelly at all” (Roberta Williams, 2010).  

Additionally, production companies such as Screentime could potentially face delays in 

production and higher insurance premiums if they fail to disclose what sections of a 

production are fact and which parts are dramatised.  For example, during production of 

Underbelly in 2008, Melbourne solicitor George Defteros threatened legal action for 

defamation unless the lawyer representing him in Underbelly was made unidentifiable. 

Defteros was applying to have his solicitors licence reinstated, after he had been 

disbarred for his involvement in the events represented in Underbelly while representing 

some of the Melbourne gangland players. Defteros claimed that his naming in 

Underbelly could prevent him from being reinstated to practice law in Victoria.   

In addition to this, Underbelly: The Golden Mile, part of the Underbelly franchise, was 

successfully sued for defamation in 2011. Former Kings Cross police woman Wendy 
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Hatfield unsuccessfully sought an injunction to prevent Underbelly: The Golden Mile 

from being broadcast, however the New South Wales Supreme Court found that she had 

been defamed and awarded unspecified damages.  Underbelly: The Golden Mile 

portrayed Hatfield as having an affair with notorious Kings Cross identity John Ibrahim 

when she was a New South Wales police officer. 

Although outside the scope of this current project I have identified some future 

directions for research in this field.   

1. People will watch television crime shows before joining the police force, however in 

some instances their opinions of how police operate changes when they actually 

commence police duties. So far research indicates that police respondents believe that 

television crime shows present an unrealistic representation of their day to day working 

life. Additionally, research indicts that police representation in television crime shows 

may also result in unrealistic expectations in the public’s perception of policing. There 

has been some research undertaken into police perceptions of television crime shows 

overseas (Arcuri, 1977; Perlmutter, 2000; Huey, 2010); Branea and Guguianu, 2013; 

Colbran, 2014), however  a study of this kind has not been conducted in Australia to 

date.  

2. There have also been concerns raised during this research into the ethical practices 

associated with television crime shows and their use of the police as the primary 

resource when a television crime show is based on real events and real people. Some 

respondents believe it is unethical not to acknowledge where reality ends and facts 

begins (Paget, 2011; Lipkin, 2011; White, 2014).  To the best of my knowledge, there 

has been no research into the ethics associated with television crime shows posing as 

fact while not revealing whose memory is being used to present the facts.  

 3. To further examine the images of representations on television crime shows, the role 

editing takes in the final production would be informative and would add to the current 

body of research. With different directors often being responsible for different episodes, 

the study could address what similarities and differences are revealed during this 

process, as they attempt to create their vision for the episode and how it fits with the 

overall creative expectations of all who have played a role in the television show’s final 

product.  
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While it is now a moot point whether or not Underbelly would have interfered with the 

fair trial process of R v A it is important to acknowledge that television appears to be a 

means to achieve an understanding of events and people, resulting in it almost becoming 

impossible to understand and function in a society without media platforms such as 

television to explain such events to its audience. 

Although much has been written about media representations of television crime shows, 

this thesis joins Lam’s (2101; 2013) and Colbran’s (2013; 2014) work on the production 

phase of television crime shows. Additionally, this thesis has enabled the voices of my 

respondents to be heard. It is hoped that this thesis will encourage an open dialogue 

about police involvement in television crime shows.  There is increasing external 

pressure being placed on television crime production, however reliance on our police 

force as sources for information can create additional costs and delays for producers, 

which have not been considered. While this research has been limited to the Australian 

made for television series, Underbelly, it has highlighted some of those concerns and 

issues which can occur when television crime shows are broadcast. 

 I happened to be in the right place at the right time, and as consequence I was able to 

interview a number of people who had previously chosen to remain silent about the real 

events which were dramatized for television in Underbelly. This access enabled this 

thesis, providing a unique insight into how represented people view not only their 

portrayal but also what effects this may have on their family and friends. I was also 

given unprecedented access Carl Williams, who had never spoken publicly about the 

events portrayed in Underbelly before he was murdered in 2010. I am aware that this 

type of research with these individuals will not be able to be replicated, as many of them 

have since moved on or have died.  

This thesis has provided me with a unique opportunity. Being a product of its time, this 

thesis enabled me to meet and interview people such as Carl Williams, who was 

portrayed in Underbelly. Many of these people however, have now either moved on or 

passed away. However, finally this thesis is about the role of faction and the fair trial 

process, and the steps taken by the Victorian judiciary to ensure that procedural fairness 

was not compromised.   
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Appendix 1 

• Dramatis Personae     

• The Carlton Crew 

• Alphonse John Gangitano 

Alphonse Gangitano (April 22, 1957 - 16 January 1998) was the son of a wealthy, 

successful Italian family who owned and ran a travel agency. Gangitano attended a 

private school and was considered someone many wanted to be around. Gangitano 

loved the Godfather movies, later modelling his own life on the gangster image he had 

seen on screen or read about in books such as the biography of Al Capone. Gangitano’s 

fascination with gangsters saw him caught for carrying a gun during his teenage years 

and by his 20’s he was known for creating a reign of terror which drew him to the 

attention of Victorian police. During the late 1970’s after a string of minor offences 

Gangitano expanded his operation by recruiting a number of men, often Sicilian, to 

form the Carlton Crew which Gangitano modelled on the old style gangster movies.  

The Italian -Australian “crew” often met in Lygon Street, Carlton - often referred to as 

‘Little Italy’. As there were no family allegiances to any groups such as Calabria or 

Sicilian mafia, Gangitano was able to move freely between the Italian Honoured Society 

and the Painters and Dockers Union. In the past, both organisations had been associated 

with crime and criminal families within Australia. Among those Gangitano considered 

his close associates were Painters and Dockers members Graham Kinniburgh, Lewis 

Moran, Mark Coles Moran, Jason Moran, Dominic ‘Mick’ Gatto, Sydney stand over 

man Tom Domican and Western Australian John Kizon (Silvester and Rule, 2004; 

Shand, 2007a; Ryan et al., 2008). Gangitano and Gatto were both considered elder 

statesmen of the Carlton Crew.  

• Mick Gatto  

Dominic ‘Mick ‘Gatto (6 August 1955 - ) is an Italian Australian former boxer who 

according to some could have went on to fight for the heavy weight title and was ranked 

second in the state of Victoria. Gatto’s father had run a fruit and vegetable market and 

the young Mick had worked for him until he came to the attention of a boxing trainer 

named Kevin Watterson. Gatto became known as ‘The Italian Stallion’, however the 
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illegal two-up games above the gym appealed more than the boxing.  Gatto would later 

run Victoria’s biggest two-up games and make his fortune.  But when the Melbourne 

Crown Casino opened, Victorian police put the two-up games and the SP bookies out of 

business. In 1974 Gatto ran over and killed a member of the Painters and Dockers 

Union.  He claimed that this was an accident and police believed him, but again in 1988 

he was charged with attempted murder; but when the victim declined to give any 

evidence against Gatto, the charges were dropped. Gangitano and Gatto both grew up in 

Italian homes, often mixed in the same circles and perhaps being the only ones with 

Italian heritage, became the elder statesmen of the Carlton Crew. “There was no 

mistaking that this was the boss of the Carlton Crew. A huge, formidable figure, he 

walks like he owned the street, tugging ostentatiously at the lapels of his black suit and 

letting the fabric fall over his imposing frame....Mick would tell his clients that for a 

price everything was negotiable between gentlemen” (Shand, 2007b).  

Mick Gatto was ultimately the last man standing of the now infamous Carlton Crew 

despite numerous run-ins with the law, including being charged with the murder of 

Andrew ‘Benji’ Veniamin in 2004 at the La Porcella restaurant in Carlton. This murder 

charge was the first of many charges laid by Victoria Police’s Purana Task Force.  At 

the time of writing this Appendix, Gatto runs a mediation and advisory service in 

Carlton, owns a coffee shop in Carlton and is involved once again in the boxing 

industry, although the Victorian Government and the boxing commission has banned 

him from being registered as a boxing promoter. Due to his new found celebrity status - 

which he is not keen on - he also does a lot of charity work. No one so far has refused 

his offers of help.   

• Mario Condello 

Mario Condello (12 April 1952 - 6 February 2006) was an Italian Australian who at one 

time had practised law in Melbourne. However Condello was disbarred following  

convictions of arson, fraud and drug trafficking and his new found occupation was as a 

money lender, i.e., a loan shark who charged exorbitant loan fees. But according to his 

friends, he had a loving and gentle side, especially for his immediate family. In 2004 his 

mother Marina was dying and Condello reportedly never left her side, feeding, bathing 

and sitting with her,  but there were two Marios - the good one and the bad one. 

(Unknown, no date) Once he asked an associate to shoot a man in the kneecaps over 
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business - the man was a judge. Mario preferred to stay in the background and have 

others take care of things “ He couldn’t stand the sight of blood. He would faint” 

(Silvester, 2006). As other Carlton Crew members were murdered, Condello became 

increasingly paranoid, resulting in him “putting out a hit” on Carl Williams. Williams’ 

murder did not occur but Condello was charged with conspiracy to commit the murder. 

Condello would not stand trial for this. The night before his trial was to begin, Condello 

was shot outside his home in front of his family. His murder would be the last murder of 

the Carlton Crew.  

• The Morans 

• Mark Cole Moran     

Mark Anthony Cole (4 July 1964 - 15 June 2000), aka Mark Moran, was the son of 

Judith ‘Judy’ Moran and Leslie John ‘Johnny’ Cole.  Johnny Cole was shot dead in 

Sydney 1982 during another drug related war while he was working for Frederick 

‘Paddles’ Anderson. His stepfather was Lewis Moran and his half-brother was Jason 

Moran, both of whom were part of Carlton Crew and both of whom were murdered. 

Mark Cole had grown up in the Ascot Vale suburb of Melbourne, where both brothers 

attended private schools, Penleigh Grammar and later Essendon Grammar. But while 

Mark would list pastry chef and personal trainer as his profession, he was part of the 

Ascot Vale crew before becoming part of the Carlton Crew. Both Mark and Jason were 

considered brutal, however it has to be noted that Mark was considered to be much 

more of a thinker and was quieter than his brother. During his life, Mark had been 

hospitalised for depression and this appears to be consistent for a number of underworld 

figures. Being athletic, Mark Cole often trained with the Australian Football League 

(AFL) club Carlton. His association with the Carlton Football Club was through his 

maternal grandfather, who had worked at the club for several years in various roles. The 

Carlton Football Club lent the Moran family the club flag to drape over Mark Cole’s 

coffin at his funeral. It was never returned to the club and they were too intimidated by 

the families’ reputation to ask for it back - the club just bought another flag.   

• Jason Moran  
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Jason Patrick Moran (22 September 1967 - 21 June 2003) was the only son of Judith 

(Judy) Brook Cole Moran and Lewis Moran and half brother to Mark Cole. Jason 

Moran was born into a life of violence and seemed to revel in it. His wife’s father, Les 

Kane and uncle Brian Kane, were also murdered in another crime war 20 years before 

Jason Moran was murdered. Both Jason’s father, Lewis Moran, and his uncle Desmond 

‘Tuppence’, thought Jason was psychotic, extremely violent in nature - not a thinker 

like his half-brother Mark Cole. Jason Moran always carried a gun. He was a standover 

man, gunman, drug dealer and killer, yet as with all of the underworld characters, there 

was another side to him - the son, husband and father. He was suspected of the 1999 

shooting of Carl Williams, however nothing was ever proven. In 2001 after being 

released from prison Victorian police gave him and his family permission to travel 

overseas because they considered his life to be in danger, but Jason, his wife and 

children stayed away just two months before returning home to Melbourne.  Although 

Jason Moran had been warned his murder was possible, he still took his children to 

activities including to the their AFL Auskick games. 

• Lewis Moran 

Lewis Moran (7 July 1941 - 31 March 2004) was the defacto husband of Judith ‘Judy’ 

Moran, stepfather to Mark Cole and father of Jason. Lewis Moran was part of a crime 

clan which could be traced back for generations. Lewis’ and his brother Desmond’s 

personal involvement in illegal activities stretched back to the 1960’s. Although Lewis 

Moran and his brother Desmond ran a meat factory together, Lewis also worked part 

time on the Melbourne docks where he ‘acquired’ items which he would later sell on. 

Both Lewis and Desmond had also worked as debt collectors for an SP bookie. Lewis 

Moran considered himself to be the more traditional crook, and although warned by 

Victorian police that his life was in danger, he ignored their warnings and did not vary 

any of his habits. On separating from Judy, he paid her an allowance which allowed her 

to live in the family home but cut her (Judy) from any other money which he entrusted 

to his brother Desmond. The money Lewis Moran entrusted to his brother was to be 

later divided between his grandchildren.  

• Desmond ‘Tuppence’ Moran 
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Desmond ‘Tuppence’ Moran (1949 -14 June 2009) although not a major part of the 

Melbourne underworld at the time of  brother Lewis’s murder, had at one time been a  

Melbourne major crime figure. Lewis and he were debt collectors for a major 

Melbourne SP bookie, where both men were considered to be good at collecting and 

never had to ask twice for money after their first visit. Desmond, like many others, 

moved into the amphetamine trade and was busted by Victorian police as the owner of 

Melbourne’s first mobile amphetamine laboratory. After seven years in jail, Desmond 

was released in 1985 and from then on, preferred a quieter life than his brother and 

nephews. Desmond was also critical of the role his nephews played in the Melbourne 

underworld war and publicly blamed them for starting it. On the seventh anniversary of 

Mark Cole’s death, Desmond was gunned down in Ascot Vale. His former sister in law 

Judy arranged for Suzanne Kane9 and Geoffrey ‘Nuts’ to murder Desmond Moran. All 

three are currently serving time for Desmond ‘Tuppence’ Moran’s murder.     

• Graham Kinniburgh 

Graham Allan ‘Munster’ Kinniburgh (20 October 1942 - 13 December 2003) was a man 

who preferred to remain hidden in the background, not bringing attention to himself, 

however he was considered to be one of the most influential gangsters in Victoria. 

Kinniburgh lived through several gang wars which had resulted in the deaths of many 

friends and associates. Although Kinniburgh lived in the affluent suburb of Kew and his 

children all went to private schools, he preferred not to flaunt his wealth, and until his 

death, claimed to still be a rigger at the Melbourne docks. In his younger days 

Kinniburgh carried a gun, however over time he found no reason to antagonise the 

police, who, it is said he could always identify even if they were undercover. But just a 

couple of months prior to his murder, Kinniburgh started carrying a gun once again. On 

December 13th 2003 Kinniburgh was murdered outside of his large home in the 

Melbourne suburb of Kew. Gatto and Kinniburgh were good friends and Gatto would 

seek revenge for Kinniburgh’s murder. 

• The Williams Crew 

• Carl Williams 



…238… 

Carl Anthony Williams (13 October 1970 - 19 April 2010) was the second son of 

George and Barbara Williams. His older brother Shane had died from a heroin overdose 

and, as a consequence, Carl Williams never dealt heroin. Carl Williams married Roberta 

(ex-wife of a Moran associate) and became stepfather to Roberta’s three children and 

later father to his daughter Dhakota. Williams made and sold amphetamines, ‘paid off 

police’, handled and possessed stolen goods, ordered murders but never actually carried 

them out himself. Eventually informed on by Victor Brincat and Thomas Herschel, 

Williams was found guilty of three murders and sentenced to a 35 year non parole 

period. Carl Williams was murdered while under 24 hour surveillance inside Barwon 

Prison by fellow inmate Matthew Charles Johnson. Williams was due to give evidence 

against a corrupt Victorian detective who was implicated in the murders of Terry and 

Christine Hodson. 

• Roberta Williams 

Roberta Williams (Mercieca Stephens 23 March 1969 - ) was  known to be very 

outspoken, having had a hard life, often living on the streets prior to her marriage to 

Dean Stephens - a Moran associate with whom she had three children. She and Stephens 

had separated when she began dating Carl Williams. Williams did time for drug 

offences in 2004. After his incarceration Roberta and Carl divorced but kept in touch 

regularly via phone until the time of Carl’s murder. 

• Criminal Associates of both the Carlton and the Williams’ Crews  

• Benji Veniamin 

Andrew “Benji” Veniamin (16 November 1975 - 23 March 2004) was the son of Greek 

Cypriot immigrants and a former altar boy who, along with Sunshine crew members, 

Dino Dibra and Paul Kallipolitos, stole and re birthed cars.  The day after Kallipolitos 

was murdered by a single gunshot to the head, Veniamin took over his drug trade.  But 

Veniamin also had a ‘legitimate’ job with ‘fruitier’ Frank Benuvenuto10.  Known as a 

gun for hire, the violent Veniamin was a close associate of the Carlton Crew, especially 

Domenic ‘Mick’ Gatto, until 2003 when he connected with Carl Williams. Originally 

contracted to kill Williams, Veniamin became friends with the Williams family, 

although remaining friendly with Gatto.  Veniamin is survived by a daughter born after 
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his death. Victorian police believe that Veniamin was responsible for six or seven of the 

gangland related murders.   

• Tony Mokbel 

Antonios Sajih ‘Tony’ Mokbel (11 August 1965 - ) was born in Kuwait to Christian 

Lebanese parents,  arriving in Australia when he was eight years old. After Mokbel’s 

father died when he was 15, Mokbel wanted more than his hard working parents. By 

age 18 Mokbel had already started gambling, however that did not stop him from 

getting married and starting up several successful business ventures, including cafés 

clothing lines, hotel and other property investments. However the money was not 

coming in as fast as he was losing it through gambling, and Mokbel turned to the 

amphetamine trade. In 1990 he offered a bribe (cash and drugs) to a Victorian judge but 

was arrested and later sentenced to a six month stint in jail. Upon his release, he once 

again began to trade in both amphetamines and cocaine.  While on bail for this, he and 

his then girlfriend, Danielle McGuire, fled by yacht to Lebanon then to Greece. He was 

sentenced in absentia but was located in Greece and extradited back to Australia. He is 

currently jailed in Barwon Prison in Victoria.    

• Nikolai Radev 

Nikolai ‘Nik the Russian’ Radev (29 January 1959 - 15 April 2003) was a Bulgarian 

wrestler when he applied for Australian refugee status in 1980. He had a criminal 

history in Bulgaria and quickly made contact with members of Russian organised crime 

where he once again started working in the drug trade, although his criminal activities 

also included extortion, firearms offences, threats to kill and armed robbery. Although 

not Russian, Radev liked being known as ‘Nik the Russian’ as it created fear of the 

Russian crime families. 

• Dino Dibra 

As part of the Sunshine Crew, Dino Dibra (18 April 1975 - 14 October 2000)  was 

charged with stealing, car rebirthing, threats to kill and drug possession. But in 1998 

Dibra was considered the main suspect in the killing of a bouncer in Melbourne, 

although he was never charged. In 1999, Dibra and Rocco Arico were both charged with 
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the assault and kidnap of ‘Mad Richard’ Mladenich who was later murdered in a St 

Kilda motel room by a single bullet. Dibra was also the suspect in the murder of Charles 

‘Mad Charlie’ Hegyalji.  

• Charles Hegyalji 

Charles ‘Mad Charlie’ Hegyalji (6 August 1956 - 22 November 1998) was a major 

amphetamine player when he was charged with the attempted murder of a criminal 

associate. After 12 months on remand, Hegyalji’s charges were dropped when the 

witness refused to testify. Hegyalji was murdered at home within months of his release. 

Dibra was shot outside his home, possibly as payback for either of these murders, 

although publicly, the Victorian police blamed Veniamin for Dibra’s murder. 

• Lewis Caine 

Lewis Caine (Sean Vincent/ Adrian Blight)  (Deceased 8 May 2004 ) served 10 years of 

a 15 year sentence for murder and was released in June 2000. A self-confessed martial 

arts expert, Caine had links to Gatto and Veniamin. Caine met Zarah Garde-Wilson, a 

solicitor with a firm which would represent him on a drink driving charge, and had a 

two year defacto relationship with her up until the time of his murder. 

• Zarah Garde-Wilson  

Zarah Garde-Wilson (Born 1978 - ) was the defacto wife of Lewis Caine as well as a 

well-known gangland lawyer. Garde-Wilson would later describe Lewis Cain as her 

soul mate, and was rumoured at the time of his murder to have asked the Coroner to 

remove some of Caine’s sperm (something she will not discuss).  Garde-Wilson is the 

only known solicitor to have been subjected to a strip-search by prison authorities. “I 

was victimised because of the clientele I represent. Subjected to a completely 

unjustified strip-search. There is no benefit in them stripping me if I'm going into a 

(non-contact) box visit. Even if I had something on me, it is physically impossible 

for me to give it to anybody. There is no basis for them requesting that search other 

than an attempt for me to either say no and get banned, which is what they wanted to 

destroy the practice, or to humiliate me I was just doing my job. If I have no concerns 
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I can't see why they would have any concerns. Surely I'd be the best person to know in 

relation to that” (cited in Munro, 2005). 

• Evangelos Goussis  

Born in Uzbekistan, Evangelos ‘Ange’ Goussis (14 September 1967 - ) had migrated to 

Australia at an early age with his family and settled in the Melbourne suburbs. Goussis 

had a passion for sport and saw it as his way out of poverty and a way to become 

‘someone’. Goussis’ sporting prowess took him into the world of boxing, where he 

came to the attention of the Melbourne criminal underworld identities who often ran the 

events. Like many immigrant children who came from impoverished backgrounds, 

Goussis was drawn into the criminal life by its lure of fast money, fast woman and fame 

(Tippet, 2008). While Evangelos Goussis was considered by some as a person of no 

significance, the former boxer had been the muscle for some of the gangland war’s 

major players, including Nick ‘The Russian’ Radev and Lewis Caine (aka Sean 

Vincent). But as so often happens in the criminal underworld, Goussis would later be 

convicted with the murder of Caine, and he was serving time for the murder of Caine 

when his trial for the murder of Lewis Moran commenced.  

A former athlete, Goussis would drift into the Melbourne gangland scene after getting in 

with the wrong crowd at around 19 years of age. His brother warned him “don't get 

sucked in by somebody who's got a big name as a criminal or a tough guy or whatever” 

(Tippet, 2008), and by 2001 he was involved with  Radev. “With Nick he wasn't a 

delivery man, he was more like the muscle behind. He was proud of that. That's how 

gullible Ange was, he was doing it more for pride than money” (Tippet, 2008).  

Radev had a taste for the high life and took Goussis along for the ride, however Goussis 

started using drugs and would end up in hospital after an apparent suicide attempt. 

Radev was murdered during Goussis’ hospital stay, and on release Goussis took up with 

Caine and ‘another man (later known as JP)’ who would later give statements against 

him. Goussis took the blame for Caine’s murder but has always maintained his 

innocence.  

JP turned police informer after being sentenced to life for the murder of Shane Chartres-

Abbott (Hunt et al., 2008), After initially claiming he had been the one who murdered 
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Lewis Moran in 2004,  JP informed police that he had been merely the driver who had 

driven Goussis to the Brunswick Club and waited outside while Goussis and another 

man entered the club armed with guns.  

At the Goussis trial, JP gave video linked testimony from inside jail. JP said he waited 

in the car while Goussis and the second gunman went into the club and murdered 

Moran. “The shotgun misfired, so he shot Moran with the handgun twice...Moran had 

taken off and Ange had to run after him (Hunt et al., 2008).  The court would also hear 

that Lewis Moran had cowered in a corner of the Brunswick Club and fell when he was 

shot at close range with a pistol. Lewis Moran’s associate, Herbert Wrout, was also 

injured but survived the Brunswick Club attack. “At the time of the shooting, Lewis 

Moran was on bail with a $1 million surety over drugs charges” (Caldwell, 2008a). 

Lewis Moran was advised by the Victorian police that he was a possible target in the 

gangland war,  but he chose to maintain his regular routine. 

Although there were surveillance cameras (CCT) at the club, the men were not able to 

been seen because of the balaclavas they wore, and there was no mention of Goussis’ 

name. But for police there was something that the CCT had picked up on; the yin and 

yang tattoo on Goussis’ right hand between his thumb and second finger. This rather 

distinctive tattoo was not only additional evidence as to the shooter’s identity, it was 

also the reason Underbelly was not shown in Victoria.  The actor portraying Goussis in 

the Underbelly series had the tattoo added to his hand for the scene in which Lewis 

Moran was murdered in the Brunswick Club.  No one could have imagined such a tiny 

thing as this tattoo would cause so many problems for so many people.   

Evangelos Goussis was found guilty, by a jury, of the murder of Lewis Moran on the 29 

May 2008. 
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Appendix 4 

Australian Film Industry Awards 2008 

Outstanding Achievement in 

Television Screen Craft 
Steve Evans   Underbelly 

Nine 

Network 

Best Television Drama 
Greg Hadrick and 

Pam Barnes   
Underbelly 

Nine 

Network 

Best Lead actor in a Television 

Drama   
Gyton Grantley Underbelly 

Nine 

Network 

Best Lead Actress in a Television 

Drama 
Kat Stewart Underbelly 

Nine 

Network 

Best Guest or Supporting Actor in a 

Television Series 

Damian Walshe-

Howling 

Underbelly 

Episode 7 Wise 

Monkeys 

Nine 

Network 

Best Guest or Supporting Actress in  

a Television Drama 
Madeleine West 

Underbelly 

Episode 7 Wise 

Monkeys  

Nine 

Network 

Best Direction in a Television 

Drama 
Peter Andrikidis 

Underbelly 

Episode 7 Wise 

Monkeys 

Nine 

Network 

Source: (Australian Film Institute, 2008)  
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Australian Logie Awards 2009 

Silver Logie Most Outstanding Drama Series, 

Miniseries or Telemovie 

Underbelly  Nine Network 

Silver Logie Most Outstanding Actor - Gyton 

Grantley 

Underbelly Nine Network 

Silver Logie Most Outstanding Actress - Kat Stewart Underbelly Nine Network 

Source: (AAP, 2009) 
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Postscript 1 

During the murder trial of Matthew Johnson (murderer of Carl Williams) I witnessed 

Johnson’s defence attempt to use Carl Williams’ Underbelly representation as evidence 

of Williams’ behaviour as “a vicious man” in front of the jury. The jury was sent out 

while the prosecution and defence explained why this should, or shouldn’t, be allowed 

into evidence. The judge did not allow Johnson’s defence to use any Underbelly 

references in their statements or evidence.   

When Carl Williams was murdered in a secure unit of Barwon Prison his family applied 

for criminal compensation which is available to all of those affected by criminal 

behaviour. Roberta Williams stated that the compensation panel of three - one woman, 

two men – initially viewed her as the character portrayed on Underbelly by Kat Stewart. 

After a while the woman said to Roberta, “You are nothing like I expected, not like 

Underbelly at all” (Williams, 2010)  
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Postscript 2  

Creative works which have also resulted in legal action being taken  

Although not part of the Underbelly franchise, the miniseries House of Hancock saw 

Channel Nine (February 2015) facing possible defamation action. The miniseries House 

of Hancock was a factionalised version of the Lang Hancock story. Langley Frederick 

George "Lang" Hancock was an Australian iron ore magnate from Western Australia 

who maintained a high profile in the competing spheres of business and politics. Ms 

Rinehart (Hancock’s daughter) sought an interlocutory injunction to prevent the second 

instalment airing. The concerns raised included that malicious falsehood, defamation 

and the professional actors portraying real life characters could be breaching S18 of the 

Australian Trade Practices Act.  Justice Garling who was overseeing proceedings stated:   

It's a novel proposal if such an argument applied to all the Kings of England ... it 

would shut down all of Shakespeare's plays (cited in Hall, 2015).  

The court ruled in favour of Ms Rinehart, and Channel Nine had to make a statement at 

the commencement of the screening advising viewers that House of Hancock was 

ficationalised drama, no involvement had occurred on Ms Rinehart’s behalf and there 

was to be an undisclosed amount paid as part of compensation to Ms Rinehart. 

In February 16 2015 Eddie McGuire (who had commissioned Underbelly) on the 

Channel Nine Today show made a comment about this show:  

In Underbelly you could buy a copy on any street corner, what difference money 

makes. 
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