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The exhibition Tumult is aptly named; at first glance, Serge Murphy’s

work appears to be a confusion of shapes and lines, an uproar of

colours. But as our gaze begins to wander, certain elements grad-

ually come to the fore. Here, the vermillion of a ball of wool; over

there, a shower of tangled wire; and further on, the humour of a

piece of fake fur or the light touch of a scarf. From one object to the

next, connections are made and networks take shape. The materials,

painstakingly chosen by the artist, have nothing to do, of course,

with bronze or marble. Instead, we see cardboard, pieces of mis-

matched fabric, balls of cotton and steel wool, scraps of wood, and

a whole lot of other things besides: pipe cleaners, styrofoam and

a variety of more or less identifiable objects. Out of this seeming

disorder, however, out of these ignoble perishable materials, these

precarious configurations, an undeniable harmony can be seen.

It is as if everything had been put in place so that constellations

could take shape before our eyes, so that a poetry both simple and

complicated, unadorned and sophisticated, could resonate. This

poetry has been resonating since the mid-1970s, when Serge Murphy

began to show his work in galleries and museums in Quebec, the

rest of Canada, and abroad. From the beginning, Murphy has dedi-

cated himself to joining freedom and rigour, creating a rare kind

of power in all his work.

1. The Monumental Store (1991)

The Monumental Store is a series made up of fourteen three dimen-

sional wall pieces; nine of these are included in the present exhi-

bition. Each of these works, exhibited side by side, is made up of

a group of objects and a pastel-coloured lozenge painted directly

onto the wall. When this lozenge is large, it spreads out around

the wall hanging. When it is smaller, only a portion of the work is

animated by this halo of colour. This relation between the colours

applied directly to the wall and the other elements standing out 

from it make each piece resemble a kind of medallion painting.

What first appears in each of the pieces to be only a jumble or pile

of material of every variety quietly takes on a sacred aspect, sug-

gesting totems, fetish objects and emblems.

What had principally appeared to be a play of shapes and

colours now speaks to us differently. Serge Murphy’s goal is well

and truly to transform the ordinary into something dazzling. And

he does so in a playful manner, because although his project is

serious, he never takes himself seriously!

2. Hourglasses and Lachrymatories 

I, II and III (1996)

The Hourglasses and Lachrymatories series is composed of three

large panels, each containing eight compositions. Together, we

view them in an almost linear fashion, our gaze moving from one

composition to the next, the way we read a book. But the vocabulary

used here, made up of unknown signs and unusual and unbridled

shapes, leads our gaze into more complex meanderings. The work

as a whole, which appears at first to be non-representational, now

shows glimpses of more “recognisable” elements. Some lines

really do sketch the outlines of a cup, a pitcher, a glass, a bird, a

funny-looking car. This sort of visual language resembles hiero-

glyphs. The still-hidden part remains larger than what is revealed,

and this, precisely, stimulates our desire to see what is hidden.

This is true of the pieces of photographs showing fragments

of bodies that Murphy has partially covered in paint. Here, ten-

sion is created between the opposing worlds of the private and

the public. Murphy seems to want to question the part of us which

swings between modesty and cynicism. What this work as a whole

offers us is a range of possible encounters between what belongs

to the real world and what forever remains in a more metaphysical

and fantastic space.

Opposite: Serge Murphy, Sculpting the Days (detail), 2002.

Exhibition opening Friday 17 November at 7:30 pm at Centennial Square 

followed by a reception in Gairloch Gardens at 8:30 pm.

Tohu-Bohu/Tumult is organized by the Musée d’art de Joliette.
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3. The Lovely Surveyor (1999)

and Gravedigger, Martyr, Baker (2000)

The five lithographs in the series The Lovely Surveyor show a tan-

gle of motifs out of which appear, among other things, unfinished

faces. The geography of these works on paper is undoubtedly that

of an inner world — it suggests what might be a juxtaposition of

fleeting thoughts.

Here, Murphy seems to have brought shapes and colours into

relation with each other in a more or less random manner. And

yet, indisputably, the visual equilibrium between them is perfect.

What we are faced with, then, is not the task of deciphering the

indecipherable, but rather to hear the musicality of the blotches

and networks of lines. And, once again, joyfulness and lightness

are joined here by something more sinister and troubling. As France

Gascon wrote in the exhibition catalogue, “There are innumerable

paths to follow, but Murphy is constantly confusing them, so that

we are confined to experiencing the work.”

Serge Murphy’s titles for his works are the first threshold we

must cross to penetrate their very spirit. This is especially true

of Gravedigger, Martyr, Baker. In this diptych, the story has bare-

ly begun before one of the characters is no longer present; only

a trace of their passage remains, only the movement of their peri-

pateticism is engraved on the sheet of paper. The two images re-

vealed through this “expressive clumsiness”, as Murphy describes

it, present a multitude of possible readings.

What importance do you attach to the titles of your works?

For me, the titles are very important, because they structure the

viewer’s reading of the work. They suggest an orientation, my orien-

tation. Obviously, this is not the only possible orientation, but it is

probably the one that is closest to the process of creation in my work.

The titles I choose often have a literary or narrative quality, and this

is undoubtedly due to the fact that I often make series of works.

4. Sculpting the Days (2002)

The rudimentary nature of the assemblage and construction tech-

niques used in this work is apparent. This is true of the majority of

Serge Murphy’s sculptures. This decision has been made because,

as he says, he has chosen “not to adopt a position of authority

and to play the part of the weak at my own risk.” While the glue

gun is one of his preferred tools, it is no less true that his decision

to use “poor” materials, in a spirit of bricolage, is a conscious one

that dates from the very beginning. Serge Murphy is thus, today,

one of the leaders of one of contemporary art’s vast prevailing 

Above: Serge Murphy, The Lovely Surveyor, 1999.
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currents. This clear and absolute position is is an integral part of

the properly poetic quality of his work overall.

Why do you use such rudimentary production techniques?

In order for the very production process to become visible, to make

everything apparent, revealed. In this way, there is no mystery around

the question “How are these things held together?” It’s a question of

truth and authenticity, but also of urgency. I hope that my creative

gesture will be in keeping with the very production of the work, and

for this to be true it has to happen at exactly the same time.

The installation Sculpting the Days, which includes more than sixty-

three elements and brings together not only a thousand and one

objects but also a thousand and one ideas, is almost dispropor-

tionate. It is built like a house of cards before being toppled by a

gust of wind. The ‘poorly made well done’ rises up and fully asserts

itself. Disorder and the fruits of chance and the banal are thereby

transcended.

Arranged on what suggests, at one and the same time, make-

shift ironing boards, lecterns and altars, at varying and at times

dizzying heights, each element takes its place the way instruments

are positioned in an orchestra. This colour connects us with another,

that shape reveals another: this is how the work’s entire system

of resonances is constructed. The visual references are like spatial 

rhymes, and this is why our contemplation of the work is, in a sense,

never complete.

How was Sculpting the Days produced?

It was done a little bit like the way one keeps a diary. I had said to my-

self that for a period of time I would create one sculpture a day. The

work is now a reflection of a whole set of emotions. I wanted to create

something that would be total, which would contain everything: every

possible emotion and attitude. Since I began exhibiting Sculpting the

Days people often come up to me and point out which of the little

sculptures they like the best. This, in a sense, is a process of identi-

fication between people and the various components of the work.

Serge Murphy sculpts the passing days, which leave behind them

the residues, both penetrating and a bit dippy, of an ungraspable

humanity that is constantly in motion.

Translated from French by Timothy Barnard.

Serge Murphy lives and works in Montréal. He is a poet working with images

and objects. He rebuilds the world and creates order out of chaos.

A graduate in visual arts, Nathalie Caron is a multi-disciplinary artist who

has published six artist-books. She is a writer and journalist, and has worked

for the magazine Voir as their Visual Arts columnist for four years. She lives

in Compton, Quebec.

Above: Serge Murphy, Sculpting the Days, 2002.


