Launch Speech 

Widow 

Amongst other things, Catherine Pilgrim loves frocks, food, fabric and flowers. And she draws them with a loving and meticulous attention to the detail and truth, emotional and physical, of her subject. Here, tonight, she offers us her love letter to the widow spider in a series of lithographs and drawings - scary, endearing, disarming, funny and always compositionally beautifully. 

These stealth and spindly or plumpish and jewel-like little creatures (the red-back has never looked so fetching) hide behind a dry solo leaf in wait for prey. Or soundlessly creep out of frame leaving behind a leg or two in a corner as it exits the expanse of white empty space, sometimes finished with filament-like bits of texts about a little girl lost somewhere…
Or maybe Catherine’s spider is less the industrious web maker and more the exhibitionist, flirting with an elegant stiletto or a classy handbag while pondering, as spiders might, what goes with what. (Catherine has always loved a good fashion accessory. Lately she is making small fabric purses printed with her spiders and aren’t they a weird and wonderful marriage of the fierce and fun!)
Her black clad widows might be grieving having just eaten their latest boyfriend but there’s nothing wrong with still wanting to look good whist doing it. 

Or there’s her spider looking lost and a tad confused and as it scrambles about behind a Vermeer-like milk jug searching for refuge.

‘I don’t like spiders and snakes, but that aint what it takes to…’ make an exhibition like this one so engaging, if not a bit creepy at times.

***

The other night I had an old friend and her daughter, who’s the same age as my son, come to stay and I wanted it to be lovely. My son who’s nine was keen to make a good impression on my old friend’s very sophisticated, multi-lingual, smart and beautiful daughter so when she appealed to him to “Get rid of the freakin’ spider on the bedroom wall will ya! “ my son was struck rigid with performance anxiety.

(And yes, it is possible to raise a daughter to be a feminist even if she does resort to age-old patriarchally encoded ruses to get the attention of a boy every now and again).

‘A pretty little collection of weaknesses and a terror of spiders are our indispensable stock-in-trade with the men.’ as Collette said.

Well, anyway, my son went as white as one of Catherine’s spider’s backgrounds and then looked to me (to me!)

‘Mum? I would do it but you can can’t you? Can’t you? Please?’ 

And then, but this one barely audible for fear of discovery, ‘Pleeeeas?’

I was, as they say ‘having a situation’. It was time to ‘face my fears’, as they also say (whoever they are) because I was frightened because I am an Arachnophobic who sweats, weeps and scuttles from any room with a spider in it. And this one in my old friend’s daughter’s bedroom for the night room was a beauty! 

‘It’s only a Huntsman, Mum. They’re more scared of us than we are of them. It’s OK. Get up on the stool and then …’ His voice trailed off because he was actually as scared as I was and had no idea what came after the ‘and then’ part.

I needed to take control of the situation so I, well, I called my neighbour – Catherine’s ex husband weirdly enough – but he was sorry, he’d love to help me but he didn’t like spiders either much and anyway he was on a train or something. So I got the broom and the stool from the bathroom and yes, sorry, the giant aerosol can from the laundry and faced my furry phobia. Children and friend ran squealing from the room while I flailed about atop a stool with the broom in my hand, the can in the other, my stomach in my throat and set to ridding our guest’s bedroom from pestilence, aggression and that silent encapsulation of all things yuk! 

Little Miss Muffet

Sat on a Tuffet,

Eating her curds and whey;

Along came a spider,

Who sat down beside her

And frightened Miss Muffet away

I needed a Spider-Man of the comic book variety to come save me. Or I thought I did. Spider-Man's creators gave him super strength and agility, the ability to cling to most surfaces, shoot spider-webs and react to danger quickly with his "spider-sense", enabling him to combat his foe. Instead I got a couple of squealing girls and a boy and sore arms from all the flailing about.

For Catherine, it's the power of the spider to generate such extreme responses that really interests her: it can be the super hero friend, the threatening foe or the little homemaker just going about her business uninterested in hurting, scaring, eating or having sex with anything. Like the determined little Ipsy Wipsy who keeps on climbing up the water spout over and over again even though he knows the water will just keep on thwarting all of his valiant attempts. 

Maybe Catherine knows that spiders get a bit of a bad rap. Maybe they do just want to go to work, come home, suck some liquidated insect guts and play with the hundred or so kids for a while before going to bed and ignoring their partner’s attempts at cannibalistic intimacy.
Catherine displays an obvious delight in her subject and, of course, it satisfies her need to draw meticulously, carefully, patiently…
Catherine’s Widow Work contains story we can engage with and it’s pleasurable and oddly affecting too. 

These are not specimen drawings - although they are accurate enough – but Catherine wants that they are emotional too. 

Like Walt Whitman’s ‘Noiseless Patient Spider’ within its ‘measureless oceans of space’ these drawings appeal to the soul-searcher in all of us.

	

	A noiseless patient spider,

I mark'd where on a little promontory it stood isolated,

Mark'd how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,

It launch'd forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,

Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.

And you O my soul where you stand,

Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,

Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them,

Till the bridge you will need be form'd, till the ductile anchor hold,

Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul.


(Elly Varrenti January 2012)
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