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I N  T H E  
C O M P A N Y  O F 

S T R A N G E R S

F I O N A  F O L E Y 

Dr Fiona Foley channels the personal with the political in  
a new film to be launched as part of a major retrospective 
exhibition at Ballarat International Foto Biennale.
F E AT U R E  b y  L O U I S E  M A R T I N - C H E W
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Throughout a celebrated career, Dr Fiona 
Foley has put herself in the photographic 
frame, at the same time drawing attention 
to little-known narratives of Australian 
history and the importance of identity. 
Badtjala Woman (1994) saw Foley adopt, 
for the camera, the traditional dress and 
accoutrements from an image of a young 
woman (dated circa 1899) she had found 
in the State Library of Queensland – 
photographed without a name, tagged 
simply “Fraser Island Woman”. As both 
subject and photographer, Foley returned 
the gaze. 

Foley’s selection as a feature artist for 
the Ballarat International Foto Biennale 
(see page 16 for our interview with the 
curator) recognises her commitment 
to photography during her 30-year 
practice. It is also pertinent during the 
UN International Year of Indigenous 
Languages. As a cultural artefact, language – 
and naming – identifies individuals within 

their group. Language, culture and family 
also sit at the heart of her new film, to be 
launched in Ballarat. 

This mid-career retrospective exhibition 
includes many of Foley’s photographic 
series from the last 30 years, extended 
with sculpture and installation. Curator 
Djon Mundine OAM writes that in this 
exhibition, “The sets of Foley’s images and 
installations engage the viewer directly and 
forcefully but never casually … A set of 
a series of stories, untold or unheard, are 
told and retold – chanted, by Fiona Foley 
– the Australian history which has been 
conveniently unacknowledged.”

Her new film, Out of the Sea like 
Cloud (2019), draws on the oldest known 
Aboriginal song. It is a remarkable record 
of the Badtjala sighting of Captain Cook as 
he sailed past Takky Wooroo, the topmost 
point of K’gari/Fraser Island, in 1770. Cook 
named this rocky outcrop Indian Head after 
observing the group of Aboriginal people 
standing there, watching him watching them. 

The exhibition title comes from the first 
line of the song and, while the tune has 
been lost, Foley commissioned Badtjala 
musicians to develop music to accompany 
these surviving words, and to write two 
more verses. The film score incorporates 
this song, sung by contemporary Badtjala 
people in Badtjala language, and draws on 
the work done by Shirley Foley (1938–
2000), Fiona’s mother, who compiled a 
Badtjala dictionary first published in 1996.

The script for this film was co-written 
with Professor Larissa Behrendt and filmed 
on the ancient lands that comprise K’gari, 
conjuring the richness of Badtjala culture. It 
is the most ambitious narrative that Foley has 
created and takes her home both physically 
and metaphorically in its development, 
filming and delivery, a poignant re-joining  
of these historical threads. 

Who are these strangers and where are 
they going? will be presented in Ballarat’s 
Mining Exchange Grand Hall, a large 
heritage building. A new installation,  

10 metres of 3000 oyster shells, will greet 
audiences at the entry. Together with the 
Wild Times Call series, which is displayed 
in a series of rooms filled with corn 
kernels, Foley reiterates Bruce Pascoe’s 
arguments, outlined in his bestselling 2014 
book Dark Emu, about the complexity 
of Aboriginal agricultural systems. Also 
included are The Oyster Fisherman (2010), 
with its confronting yet beautifully 
rendered narrative about racism, violence 
and exploitation on K’gari; Let a hundred 
flowers bloom (2010), which includes 
images of opium poppies growing in 
Tasmania juxtaposed with opium pipes, 
speaking to Queensland history; the 2004 
costumed series HHH (Hedonistic Honky 
Haters); and her recent series Horror has a 
Face (2017). This epic group of 19 images 
captures her filial, personal and historical 
memories. 

Set late in the 1800s or early 1900s, they 
conjure a time when opium was legislated 
for. While the colonial intentions may have 
been to rectify, in some way or another, 
the dysfunction, disease and death that the 
first 100 years of invasion had brought, its 
effect was to exacerbate already significant 
damage to Indigenous people and to 
create new craters of disconnection. The 
memories Foley captures, writ large for 
us, are not her own but are an imaginative 
conjuring-up of the places and spaces 
research has taken her. She said, 
“Archibald Meston and Ernest Gribble 
strode out onto the historical stage and 
became central … they had active roles in 
shaping the destinies of many Aboriginal 
lives through their ideologies, experiments 
and methods of isolation. Rendered here, 
featuring a largely Aboriginal cast, are 
some of my thoughts on colonial vice  
and profiteering.”

The first of the 19 images depicts 
Colonial Captor (Meston) sitting in front 
of a tent, a kangaroo-skin rug under his 
feet, musket in his hand. Protector’s Camp 
widens the vista to show a campsite 

This retrospective  
exhibition establishes the 

mature tone of Foley’s career, 
which has consistently 
asked questions about 

the frontier wars waged 
against Aboriginal peoples 

and brought the “hidden 
histories” of the massacres 

and dispossession into 
galleries, public spaces and a 
broader, society-wide debate.
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clearing of leaf litter surrounded by  
trees. Meston’s Aboriginal companions  
are dressed in period clothing and serve 
him; a fire is underway, tea is being made 
and an Aboriginal man wearing  
a breastplate marked “Badtjala Warrior” 
locates the camp in the bush of K’gari. 
The site of the first mission that brought 
Aboriginal peoples together from all 
over Queensland to quarantine them 
from white society was established on 
K’gari/Fraser Island. That Foley’s great-
grandmother was Gribble’s sister Ethel, 
who met Foley's great-grandfather Fred 
Wondunna on K’gari, is central to Foley’s 
personal perspective on this story. 

Bogimbah’s Bell-Ringer is the precursor 
to the final image, depicting missionary 
Ernest Gribble presiding over the graves 
that were the sad outcome of Bogimbah 
Mission: mounds of sand decorated by 
bush flowers. In this series Foley explores 
K’gari’s importance as the site of the first 
mission, the tragedies that unfolded here 
and the dysfunction caused, which builds 
and ricochets into our present. There is 
an emotional tenor in these works: a taut 
resonance that speaks to her ancestry, the 
power she holds as a mature Aboriginal 
woman, and an artist whose reputation 
is established. This body of work feels 
emotionally and psychologically invested. 

This retrospective exhibition establishes 
the mature tone of Foley’s career, which 

has consistently asked questions about the 
frontier wars waged against Aboriginal 
peoples and brought the “hidden histories” 
of the massacres and dispossession into 
galleries, public spaces and a broader, 
society-wide debate. In recent years her 
exposure of the familial threads that join 
her Aboriginal heritage to the family of 
white missionaries that came to K’gari/
Fraser Island in 1897 emerges as a tour  
de force. Mundine suggests, 

Fiona … works with the burden of attempting 
to be an artist, writer, Aboriginal Badtjala and 
Australian; but yet remain a human being, with  
a positive view of life and the future of the society 
we all live in. Her art creates a space for debate, 
and the artwork is symbolic of Aboriginal people’s 
inhuman horror of perpetual alienation in the 
land of their birth and spiritual origins. Her art 
strenuously challenges the official histories of 
Australia and the excluding writings and ideas  
of the Western art canon – a life on an edge.

Dr Fiona Foley, Who are these strangers and where are they 
going? is at the Ballarat International Foto Biennale from 
August 23 until October 20, 2019.
Dr Fiona Foley is represented by Andrew Baker Art Dealer, 
Brisbane and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne. 
ballaratfoto.org
andrew-baker.com
niagaragalleries.com.au
fionafoley.com.au

FIONA FOLEY 
Native Blood, 1994 
type C photograph 
edition of 15 
40 x 50 cm 
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FIONA FOLEY 
The Oyster  
Fishermen 1, 2011  
ultrachrome print  
on paper  
edition of 15 
60 x 80 cm

FIONA FOLEY 
Bearing Witness I, 2009 
inkjet print on  
Hahnemühle paper 
150 x 100 cm

FIONA FOLEY  
The Oyster  
Fishermen 16, 2011 
inkjet print on  
Hahnemühle paper 
edition of 15 
60 x 80 cm
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FIONA FOLEY 
School's in 2015 
inkjet print 
edition of 15 
80 x 60 cm

FIONA FOLEY 
HHH #1, 2004 
ultrachrome print  
on paper 
76 x 101 cm
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FIONA FOLEY 
Native girl and  
Protector, 2017 
Fujiflex digital print 
edition of 15 
45 x 60 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Andrew Baker Art Dealer, 
Brisbane and Niagara 
Galleries, Melbourne 
© the artist
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