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ON THE SURFACE

EXCURSIONS IN PAINT, PROJECTION AND OTHER WANDERINGS
NEW WORKS FROM SAM FOLEY

A little while ago Sam Foley made an innovation in his practice
the fuller implications of which are starting to become clear.
Known for his large, atmospheric studies of urban landscape,
including urban parkland, his earlier oil paintings captured the
pregnant stillness of sunlit glades and the quiet of the black-
top at evening where roads run ominously under trees.

Those images are characteristically empty. A parked car is a
rarity. A street light glowing in the dusk reminds us pedestri-
ans come this way. Yet Foley’s paintings are full of their ab-
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sence. We are very aware people have passed and may come
again. His work has mined this aspect of visual experience but
recently he took the process further. Now these latest works
exemplify that and point to further developments.

A large oil painting, On the Surface 5, shows a path in filtered
light, descending under trees, disappearing in a hairpin to the
right, with Foley’s usual, arresting detail. But as we look we no-
tice it glowing, almost unnaturally. Until we realise, the effect is
entirely natural: that this is the familiar kineticism of real-life
visual experience. It is only unfamiliar because we’re standing
in a gallery looking at a painting in oils.

Is this a trick of the gallery lighting? Are the spotlights incan-
descing? Is there something here that’s reflecting? But then
we observe more pronounced effects: the dappling of light as

it shifts below wind-touched foliage. Our lost sense of won-
der at the apparent magic of illusionism is suddenly renewed.
Our pleasure in the rich variety of actual visual experience is
restored. And we are still enjoying that new, familiar yet un-
familiar sensation, when a ghostly figure jogs down the path
disturbing our complacency again.

There’s an element of irony here. The artist is playing with us,
not unkindly, but acknowledging our surprise and letting us
know he knows we’ll twig to his game. With the jogger the ma-
gician is giving us a modest salute, perhaps only fully compre-
hended when the runner disappears.

What has happened is that 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 first the

shifting light, then the passage of the jogger. After the sur-
prise of experiencing this combination it all seems perfectly
natural. Foley’s paintings have been highly suggestive of pres-
ences before and after the moment and this new device merely
extends that.

One supposes such a natural collage of two major visual media
must have been tried before, although it’s difficult to name a
precedent. The marrying of the two is skilful, with the static
and dynamic each retaining their distinctive pull while suc-
cessfully interlayering. This is something it would be easy to
do gauchely and Foley does it well. But the innovation also
opens up a peculiarly fruitful vein of visual exploration.

It was said of Monet “He was only an eye. But what an eye
As a summary of Impressionism this compression leaves out
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the transition from narrative - every picture tells a story - to
observation, which in Monet’s case was focused 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 anxiet-
ies and expectations about how they will be. This makes see-
ing fraught. Foley re-creates that and fleshes it out with his
subtle and ghostly phenomena.

Some of this is observation. It represents what actually hap-
pened 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.

He has used the technique to produce twilight scenes, the
most obvious settings for menace. Rightly or wrongly we as-
sociate 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 then there are sun filled works which
are strangely troubling. Because they are light they should be
benign, yet they are not, entirely.

The present works are dappled: light filters through, some-
times intensely, but there are also shadows and obscuring
foliage. They show us spaces with ways through, but which
are also enclosed. Would anyone know if we were in trouble
here? One, On the Surface 5, has a barrier. Does it deny a
shortcut, or steer us from a hazard? On the Surface 4 has a
tree bole prominently at left, apparently stepping down on to

the path, in danger of tripping us up? And 6, which shows us
another sloping path, has a stump at the left whose truncation
seems disconcertingly prominent, even savage. There is grace
in these scenes, and also calm, but it isn’t difficult to suspect
menace.

That impression is heightened in the kinetic images with their
sparkling and shifting light. By eliciting our sense of the ac-
tual, Foley’s innovation activates our sense of danger, which
for contemporary people is usually in shutdown when we’re
in a gallery - or at the movies. This is the phobic effect of his
animation, its playing with imagination and memory. But there
is also another more cerebral aspect, now subtly coming into
play.

Because the artist can conjure us, very deftly, into and out
of different modes of apprehension - the contemplative pic-
ture-viewing sort on the one hand, and our more lively, less
thoughtful, kinetic experience of life on the other - he can not
only remind us of these different conditions but has given him-
self a rostrum from which to demonstrate as well as conjure.
And here lies the possibility of exploring truly new ground: a
meta-space from which our modes of seeing are as plurally
visible as the windows on a laptop.

What will Foley do next? Who can say. But the possibilities
already exploited have resulted in images as probing of visual
experience itself as they are richly alluring.

Peter Entwisle, July 2008



