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Maman, a gargantuan sculpture of a spider, appears to have descended from a celestial drop-line to
make her home on the plaza outside the National Gallery of Canada. In reality, this elegant, gothic
creature, measuring more than nine metres tall and weighing some six tonnes, required two cranes
and a dozen installation technicians to assemble her.

Maman is the creation of Louise Bourgeois, one of the world’s most original and respected
contemporary artists. Her work is exhibited in eminent art institutions across Europe and North America,
including the British Museum in London and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Born
in Paris in 1911, she studied with modernist artist Fernand Léger before embarking on a career
lasting more than seventy years. She participated in her first group exhibition in 1936, married
American art historian Robert Goldwater in 1938, and moved with him to New York City, where she
studied with Vaclav Vytlacil at the Art Students League.

Bourgeois’ oeuvre is remarkably diverse - from constructions of found objects to marble master-
pieces, from analytical drawings to room-sized installations, from performance art to machines.
Throughout, her subject, the “existential pain of the human condition,” is focused through a very
personal lens. “All my works,” she once said, “have found their inspiration in my childhood.” Maman
is emblematic of her mother, Josephine, a restorer of tapestries in the family-run restoration
business. The spider’s high, arched legs descend into points evocative of sewing needles, while her
spiralling body suggests sewing spindles as well as the double helix of genetic string that binds one
generation to the next. Attached to Maman’s abdomen is a cage-like sac containing twenty marble

eggs that assert her maternal role as protector and nurturer.

- Louise Bourgeois
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Louise Bourgeois, MAMAN, 1999, cast 2003, 9.27 x 8.91 x 10.24 m
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Purchased 2004 ® Louise Bourgeois

At the same time, Maman's enormous scale can make her seem menacing, even otherworldly.
Traces of welding that appear like scars along the gnarled leg joints of her bronze shell (inside is an
armature of reinforced steel), combined with a slightly off-centre body, suggest a creature that is
both animal and machine, possibly from an industrial period in some alternate dimension. Despite
her size, Maman’s quirky Mad Max quality is so compelling that most viewers readily enter both her
physical and psychic space.

Stand beneath Maman and one returns to the realm of childhood. The cage - or embrace - of
her legs calls up imagery extracted from a wealth of poetic, symbolic, and historical associations
involving spiders - from the doomed Arachne of ancient mythology, to the nightmare Shelob of
Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, to the wise and lovable Charlotte of the children’s classic, Charlotte’s
Web. Our emotional responses to the sculpture may run from terrer to curiosity to affection —
revealing as much about ourselves as about the legendary Bourgeois.

Created in 1999, cast in 2003, and purchased by the Gallery in 2004, Maman is the last of six
bronze casts and one steel version that have been exhibited in major art institutions worldwide,
including the National Museum of Fine Arts in Havana, Cuba, the State Hermitage Museum in
St. Petersburg, Russia, and the Tate Modern in London, England. The Samsung Museum of Modern
Art in Seoul, South Korea, the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, and the Mori Art Museum

in Tokyo, Japan, have each acquired a bronze version.

“[My mother was my] best friend . .. deliberate, clever,
patient, soothing, reasonable, dainty, subtle, indispensable,
neat, and useful as a spider.”
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