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PASSAGE OF A SHADOW – SAM FOLEY

By Peter Entwisle

 

Sam Foley has taken a new direction. Known for his large, atmospheric studies of urban landscape, including urban 

parkland, his oil paintings have captured the pregnant stillness of sunlit glades in the Town Belt and the quiet of the 

blacktop at evening where roads run ominously under trees. 

The images are empty. A parked car is a rarity. A streetlight glowing in the dusk reminds us pedestrians come this 

way. Yet Foley’s images have been full of their absence. We are very aware people have passed and may come again. 

His work has mined this aspect of visual experience but now he takes the process further.

A large oil painting Intersection Warrender St and Queens Drive shows that crossroads with Foley’s usual, haunting 

detail. But as we look we notice a light glowing, apparently becoming more intense – or is that an illusion? But then 

a ghostly car drives through the scene and we hear its passage. The image settles back to stillness and silence.  

Then another vehicle passes by.

Foley has made a film which has been digitally projected onto the painting. The fit and illusion are complete. The static 

oil painting is animated by the passage of the vehicle. After the surprise of experiencing this combination of imagery it 

all seems perfectly natural. Foley’s paintings are so suggestive of presences before and after the moment this merely 

extends them.
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Track, Ross Creek Reserve, Oil on canvas 200 x 118cm

COVER:  Track off Wallace Street (detail), Oil on canvas, 160 x 120cm
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Has this been done before? Probably. But the works are 

technically innovative in their combination of media, their 

skilful intermingling of the static and dynamic.

It was said of Monet “He was only an eye. But what an 

eye!” As a summary of Impressionism this compression 

leaves out the transition from narrative – every picture 

tells a story – to observation, which in Monet’s case was 

focussed on light. Foley is similarly engaged with the 

processes of seeing and picture-making and how you 

render complex experience.   

Visual perception is conditioned by memory and 

imagination. We don’t just see things; we remember them 

and have anxieties and expectations about how they will 

be. This makes seeing fraught. Foley re-creates that and 

fleshes it out with his ghostly, moving phenomena.

Some of this is observation. It represents what 

actually happened at the site while the artist waited 

with his camera. Some of it is staged, the interventions 

being contrived by Foley. All of it registers as completely 

ordinary, yet disturbing.

The twilight scenes are most obviously settings for 

menace. Rightly or wrongly we associate the dark with 

a propensity for evil. Objectively a car passing by in the 

dusk is more likely to accidentally hit us so our heightened 

awareness of danger is perhaps not misplaced in such 

conditions. But the sun filled Stairs, Ross Creek Reserve 

and Track off Wallace Street are strangely troubling. 

Because they are light they should be benign, yet they are 

not, entirely. 

In Stairs… the projected imagery reflects changing 

light conditions and we hear birdsong. What could be 

menacing in that? Yet the painting brings to mind reports 

of urban violence, people assaulted or killed in the course 

of a morning’s jog, their remains barely disguised beneath 

a skiff of leaves. In Track off Wallace Street the projected 

imagery does show people passing by, without incident, 

but the potential for misadventure is palpable.

Intersection, Serpentine Ave and Canongate Road, Oil on canvas, 160 x 120cm
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Stairs, Ross Creek Reserve, Oil on canvas, 200cm x 118cm
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Intersection, Serpentine Ave and Maori Rd, Oil on canvas, 200 x 118cm

Despite these resonances it would be wrong to see Foley 

only as a master of the sinister, an artist who cleverly sends 

chills up our spines. The subliminal menace and violence 

of his imagery is balanced by its conjuring of quiet and 

peace in a precise simulacrum of experience. His paintings 

and their interventions register also as attractive idylls 

shifting from that to the other in the course of sustained 

observation. 

Their scale and precision grasp the viewer’s attention. 

Their detail holds it and their emotional complexity then sets 

to work. The effect of the moving imagery is to heighten 

this and to extrapolate it through time. To a remarkable 

extent the works reflect our experience of viewing the 

same scene in differing moods. It is very different from 

the effect of much painting, which is to capture one mood 

- through a motif – and to hold it, forever transfixed.

Foley’s dynamic moodscapes are local in that you can 

precisely identify the places they depict, in fact their titles 

tell you exactly where to find them. And yet they are 

effectively universal. True, their street furniture, costume 

and vehicles place them inarguably in the recent western 

world. Similarly Pissarro’s street scenes are unmistakably 

French of the 19th century. Yet just as Pissarro’s Parisian 

images are really about the scatter of light under urban 

conditions and could as effectively have been painted in 

Pittsburgh, so Foley’s settings might be anywhere from 

Los Angeles to London. 

The most specific thing about them is their urban 

unease, the sense that in a city, perhaps especially 

in its most peaceful environments, we are in places 

of ambivalent mood. Perhaps people have never felt 

entirely safe in urban parklands – there were footpads on 

Hampstead Heath in the 19th century. But it is an aspect 

of early 21st century life that we are sharply aware of the 

ambivalence, even as we enjoy the surroundings.

These are images which capture a very contemporary 

experience.
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Intersection, Littlebourne Rd and Queens Drive
Oil on canvas 160 x 112cm

Intersection, Wallace St and Queens Drive
Oil on canvas 200 x 118cm

Intersection Lachlan Ave and Queens Drive
Oil on canvas 252 x 149 cm

Turnstile, Ross Creek Reserve
Oil on canvas 160 x 107cm
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