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The Saskatoon author’s most 
recent release, Over the Dark-
ened Landscape, which was pub-

lished last November, brings together 13 
short stories from throughout his career.

The collection ranges from sci-
ence �ction to horror and fantasy and 
embraces and twists Canadian culture 
in creative and inventive ways.

In the story “Canadaland,” for instance, 
Murphy pokes fun at the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police’s contract with Disney 
— a �ve-year licensing agreement that 
the Mounties held at one time with the 
company. In “Cold Ground,” Murphy 
transforms rebellion leader Louis Riel 
into a mystical messiah.

The diverse characters in Murphy’s 
stories pull in readers, and, though for 
only a short time, bring the audience 
into a unique world that is at the same 

time strikingly familiar. In “Body Solar,” 
the reader takes a trip through the stars 
with a character named Simon — a trip 
that could realistically one day be pos-
sible.

Mixing in everyday politics and play-
ing o� humanity’s deep-seated desire 
to touch the stars, the reader is trans-
ported to a world very similar to our 
own, then jettisoned into one that is at 
present only a fantasy.

Murphy mentioned in an interview 
with The Sheaf that he likes to take 
either everyday or surreal situations and 
lend “them a twist of the fantastic.”

Tales such as “Clink Clank” and “The 
Day Michael Visited Happy Lake,” for 
example, bring back childhood memo-
ries in very di�erent ways.

“The Day Michael Visited Happy Lake” 
makes readers think of a time when 
they played with dolls, talked to stu�ed 
animals or dreamed of adventures in 
places that only existed in stories. “Clink 

Clank,” on the other hand, reminds one 
of things that go bump in the night and 
the plausible — yet unlikely — explana-
tions for what could cause them.

Murphy, who knew he wanted to be 
an author from a young age, said his 
inspirations come from various places, 
including the environment around him 
as well as images in his mind. In cases 
like “Northwest Passage,” a story about 
the past and present colliding, Murphy’s 
inspiration came from his personal con-
nection with his grandfather.

Murphy adapts his writing style to 
each story, often switching from �rst-
person to third-person narrative. Some-
times he employs an entirely unique 
perspective, like in “Over the Darkened 
Landscape,” a story told from the view-
point of a dog, Pat.

Murphy displays a �nesse and �air for 
stretching the imagination and trans-
porting readers to a whole new world 
�lled with endless possibilities.

arts&culture

ELLEN STEVENS/THEARGUS

BY ELLEN STEVENS
Staff Writer

On Friday March 15, the Lakehead 
Department of Visual Arts was 
proud to host the opening of 

The Juried Student Art Exhibition at the 
Thunder Bay Art Gallery. 

The exhibit showcased pieces of 
many di�erent art styles including inter-
active, realism, surrealism, abstract, and 
mixed media. It also shares a variety of 
messages focusing on mainstream cul-
ture, the environment, as well as the 
human body. The exhibition runs until 
March 31 and students are encouraged 
to attend!  

The o�erings are eclectic, as one 
observer noted: “There is quite a range 

of artwork, from one end of the spec-
trum to the other. You sort of have to 
wonder where all these ideas come 
from.”

Mavourneen Trainor-Bruzzese, an 
instructor of Painting and Drawing 
classes here at Lakehead, said that this 
event is a great way for students to gain 
experience and exposure for their work. 
She explained that it is one thing to 
showcase in an art room, and another to 
have it on display for the public to see: 
“It gives them their �rst step to exhibit-
ing as real artists, so it shows them the 
process of jury, showcasing their work, 
and sometimes being rejected. And 
best of all − seeing their work hung and 
hearing what people have to say about 

it.” 
Trainor also mentioned that art is 

a great way to communicate ideas 
through the visual, rather than auditory, 
and that visiting the show is thought 
provoking and inspiring.  She encour-
ages readers to come and support the 
students, to have an open mind and 
“look through [the artist’s] eyes and see 
a whole di�erent side of what art can 
be.”

Katryn Saunders presented her 
ceramic piece on the body, and spoke 
about how she wanted to focus on how 
the human form can bend. 

Mathew O’Reilly won an award for 
his ceramic piece, which included an 
interactive component: a QR code that 

linked to a video on processed food. He 
said that he felt the piece would work 
as an attention-grabber and would let 
people interact with it, with new media. 

Kathleen Murray, art student and 
winner of four art awards, explained 
her artistic process: “You might spend at 
least 6 plus hours on a painting. Some-
times people who are not involved in 
the arts don’t realise how much is spent 
on our projects. So it’s great to have 
an event like this because people can 
appreciate the e�ort we put in. It’s ful-
�lling because it’s like a bonus!” To paint 
the face on her self-portrait on display 
took over 10 hours. 

Murray’s inspiration comes from 
Canadian wildlife. She is fond of the 

environment and nature, and said that 
she includes animals in her work as they 
“are underappreciated in this society, it’s 
depressing.” She hopes that people can 
appreciate her realism style which she’s 
passionate about and feels like is a part 
of her.  

Murray also wants to remind readers 
that Lakehead has a visual art program: 
“We might be that less than one per-
cent, but we are there and we try really 
hard to get our grades. Art is not easy.” 
She thanks all the contributors, partici-
pants, professors, students, and public 
for their time and donations.  

For a complete list of Award Winners, 
visit www.theargus.ca.

LU Visual Arts Students take the spotlight

Derryl Murphy’s Over the Darkened 
Landscape plays with Canadian history
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It’s not every day when you hear 
someone say they want to hang 
from hooks pierced through 

their own �esh, although I sup-
pose I’m not exactly the most con-
ventional person in the �rst place. 
Nonetheless, I recently saw myself 
standing with a friend of mine at the 
foot of a run-down − frankly, aban-
doned looking − building, wonder-
ing if I was in the right place. The 
address seemed correct, the email 
said “studio two,” yet there wasn’t 
much to go on to determine which 
door was which.

The run-down appearance in 
what seemed like an industrial 
wasteland made sense given that 
I was about to enter a fetish dun-
geon, the likes of which proprietors 
don’t want widely advertise. Hell, the 
email told me to say that I was there 
for a photo-shoot should anyone 
ask, which thankfully no one did. But 
unlike the intended purpose of the 
space, I wasn’t there for sex. Far from 
it, really.

Through one door, we discovered 
a coat room with a sign posted on 
another door instructing us not to 
knock when entering, lest we inter-
fere with a shoot in progress. I guess 
we found the right place. 

Fashionably late and cautiously 
opening the door, our hunch was 
con�rmed when we were greeted by 
a younger guy swinging about in the 
centre of the room. We quietly found 
a spot amongst the 12 or so others 
watching; the silence was eerie and 
I felt slightly guilty for interrupting 
such an event. But this, my friends, 
was my �rst meatspace instruction 
to body suspension.

Why do it? The responses are as 
varied as the people themselves, 
but a few themes exist: challenge, 
shock, spirituality, and pain. Some 
see it as a challenge to overcome the 
pain itself, both mental and physi-
cal. Others do it for the sheer shock 
value. Some use it as a way to tran-
scend what we normally experience, 
a tribute to its tribal roots. And lastly, 
some actually enjoy the pain, the 
endorphins and adrenalin, and the 
overall sensation of the whole expe-
rience.

My reasons were a mix of it all. 
From seeing images of body suspen-
sion years ago, I immediately knew 
it was something that I wanted to 
do. I wanted to challenge myself to 
see if I could handle the sensation of 
being lifted into the air, all 145 lbs of 
me supported by a mere four hooks 

punctured through my back.
I enjoy the pain of getting con-

ventional piercings and I hold an 
almost spiritual outlook on the pains 
we experience in our everyday lives. 
It is very much a necessary part of 
the human experience and should 
be embraced instead of eschewed − 
that is, we don’t have to seek out and 
enjoy pain, but rather acknowledge 
its existence and purpose, and move 
beyond it. Everyone is capable of 
transcending what life throws at us 
if we put our minds to it. And after 
a year and a half of searching, email-
ing, false starts, last minute changes, 
I found myself, of all places, about to 
undergo exactly what I had set out 
to do: my �rst body suspension.

The sweet spot along my back 
was located, marks were placed, and 
the standard preamble was given.

“We’re going to pinch and set the 
hooks in your skin a little. Then we’re 
going to ask you to breathe in, the 
breathe out, then breathe in again, 
and on the second exhale we’re 
going to push the hooks through. 
Are you okay with this?”

I’m not sure what put me past the 
point of no return: the fact that I �ew 
across the province, booked a last-
minute train ticket, and scrambled 
to �nd places to sleep; or the fact 
that I was now lying face-down and 
shirtless on a massage table with my 
back covered in disinfectant, getting 
ready to have four hooks reserved 
for �shing (sans barbs, of course) 
shoved through my back. 

To put it bluntly, of course I was 
ready.

Two apprentices �anked me on 
either side as they set the hooks. 
Some pinching and poking, a pause, 
and a brief exchange between the 
two of them, followed by the �nal 
question, “Are you ready?” followed.

“Breathe in, breathe out, breathe 
in, breat − GodDAMN IT!”

The process repeated for a second 
time, when I quickly became thankful 
that having two hooks done at once 
meant not having to endure it four 
times over − the unanticipated split 
second pause between puncturing 
the �rst layer of skin and breaking 
through the other was enough to 
make me lose focus. In the end, the 
feeling of pierced skin and the rush 
of adrenalin I had dearly missed.

Tying the hooks up to the rig-
ging took about 10 minutes, which 
seemed to take forever while I was 
high on endorphins and bouncing 
around internally in giddy excite-
ment. Feeling a few tugs and the 
sensation of the rope sliding through 
the eyelets of the hooks previewed 

what was to come, only adding to 
my budding excitement.

“Right now you’re totally tied up 
and you can go up at any time. Just 
move around and you’ll feel the ten-
sion in your shoulders, so go as far as 
you want.”

It’s one thing to be restrained by 
some physical device, be it rope or 
something else, but it’s a completely 
di�erent experience to feel the ten-
sion of your own bodyweight being 
transferred through your skin. Ten-
sion there was − but it wasn’t overly 
painful, though I was far from put-
ting my full weight into it.

Most experienced practitioners 
say that getting o� the ground is the 
hardest part and I have no trouble 
believing that − we’re not psycho-
logically conditioned to the notion 
of not having our feet on the ground. 
Being lifted in a harness can be a 
daunting feat for some, but to do it 
by having hooks lift you by your skin, 
a biological marvel that most are 
unaware of, seems absolutely crazy. 

There is a hesitancy that runs 
through the mind as you near the 
�nal centimetres before you’re fully 
airborne. Thoughts such as these 
�ood your brain: “Boy does this hurt. 
What if it gets worse? What if it tears? 
I’m not supposed to be up here.” The 
scenarios are endless, but you must 
ignore them and focus on the goal.

Unlike some, I wasn’t able to go 
for a straight lift. Our coordinator 
stepped in to give me a hand − lit-
erally. Grasping each other’s elbows, 
he walked me back and forth as our 
belayer progressively tightened the 
slack. By the third walk he pulled 
me further back, the belayer pulled 
tighter, and I swung back in the air, 
�nally airborne.

Contrary to what most would 
think, the pain was minimal. It was 
gone within seconds once the skin 
had settled, replaced by a constant 
tension. As if I was wearing a har-
ness across my chest and the ten-
sion focused across the front of my 
shoulders, it was instead replaced by 
a constant pulling at my back, and 
honestly felt no di�erent aside from 
the notion of “holy shit, I’m hanging 
by the skin of my back!” The second 
adrenaline rush.

Much like a skateboarder uses one 
foot to kick forward, I had the same 
ability to swing forward and back. 
There wasn’t so much of a sense 
of weightlessness like others have 
described, but the sensation was 
unlike anything I had experienced 
before. As my brain got used to this 
new experience in the �rst few min-
utes, my body felt as if it were elon-

gating slightly as my muscles relaxed 
and the skin on my back stretched, 
distributing the weight. Kicking back 
and forth took some skill to keep me 
from veering o� course or spinning 
out of control.

Once I had my bearings, our 
facilitator asked if I wanted to have 
some fun. Hoisting me a foot o� the 
ground, he pushed me back and 
forth like a swing, launching me six 
feet into the air either way. The walls 
in our small space were so close 
that I felt like I could be Spiderman, 
latching onto them, pushing o�, and 
bouncing from wall to wall.

Lowering me back down to the 
ground, he asked if I wanted to pick 
him up. Instead, I asked if I could 
share the experience with my friend 
and hoist her up into the air. 

Donning a clean pair of gloves, we 
latched onto each other in a big bear 
hug and with a tight grip, she lifted 
her feet and we were both up. It was 
almost a combined 300 lbs being 
held up by the skin of my back, with 
little pain. The tension increased but 
I sensed that my skin could handle it 
(and likely more). We hung there in 
a tight embrace for a few minutes, 
taking the experience in together. 
In some ways, it brought us closer 
together, or at the very least served 
as a story to tell later on. As she put 
her feet on the ground, the pseudo-
weightlessness grew, feeling lighter 
and perhaps invincible.  

Twenty minutes of hanging, 
swinging, bantering, saw me on the 
solid earth again. From kicking about 
like a skateboarder, to being pushed 
like a swing, to picking up another 
human being, I got to experience it 
all, and soon I found myself sitting 
on a massage table, having the rig-
ging untied and the hooks removed. 
The sensation of coming down and 
once again being subjected to grav-
ity was, as with much of everything 
I had done so far, an experience 
like none other − I felt physically 
heavier in the spine, and my back 
and muscles compressed into their 
regular posture. I went from being 
supported from the bottom up to 
having my muscles stretch out from 
the top down, then back to bottom-
up again. 

As my skin stretched during the 
suspension, air found its way under-
neath, forming large pockets that 
needed to be massaged out. While 

most people wouldn’t shy away from 
a free massage, this one was far from 
comfortable, as the crew aggres-
sively herded and forced air through 
the eight small holes in my back. It 
sounded like my back was �atulating 
at times. 

One of the guys tapped me on the 
foot as I felt something being placed 
beside my legs. “Hey man, here are 
the hooks from today if you wanted 
them. They’re by your legs.” Some-
thing I was going to ask to keep but 
needed no prompting, a golden 
touch for my �rst time.

Blood was then cleaned up, 
wounds disinfected and bandages 
applied, and I had just completed my 
�rst body suspension, hooks in hand.

I was told that I would be sore 
for the next few days, which was 
not an understatement. The night 
I spent in the hostel, I could have 
easily passed o� as an old man with 
my slow and deliberate movements. 
While most of the large air bubbles 
were massaged out, smaller ones 
still remained in my body, appropri-
ately dubbed “Rice Krispies,” as they 
sounded like the popular breakfast 
cereal when poked and prodded − 
and would be for the next week or 
so.

The rest of the evening was spent 
in excited contemplation. This expe-
rience proved that I could in fact 
overcome the pain and mental chal-
lenges, that the skin is an amazingly 
resilient masterpiece, and that I was 
meant to do this in the end. I got to 
share this brilliant experience with a 
fantastic crew of professionals, and I 
shared an amazing moment with a 
friend as I held her in the air, an act 
that would seem to defy everything 
you could think of. In the end, I came 
out knowing that I am capable of so 
much more and, more importantly, 
that I am one serious badass. This 
experience was the launching point 
for hopefully many more to come.

But what truly spoke as a tes-
tament to the diversity of those 
involved came at the end. A knock 
on the coat-room door came as 
we donned our coats, and we were 
greeted by an older man − grey hair, 
peacoat, red scarf − with an air of 
a�uence or prestige in the way he 
carried himself. Looking a bit lost, he 
said he was here for the “event,” and 
in that brief moment we all knew 
that he was in the right place.

Four hooks and some rope: Not your typical piercing
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An exploration of the world of body suspension


