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"The ego is always dressing up for somewhere to go [...] In so far as being is being like, there can be no place for 'true' selves or core gender identities. After all, my sense of authenticity can only come from the sense of authenticity in my culture. In this context my 'true self' is more accurately described as my 'preferred self' (or selves). I am the performer of my conscious and unconscious preferences.'

Adam Phillips (1)  

In recent years, both psychoanalytic and cultural theory have stressed the flexible and performative aspects of identity over and above the notion of substantive character or identity. The question of a perfomed gender identity is central in the work of Terry Kurgan: to say this, however, is to engage in an act of wilful reductionism. Longing, loss and love; maternal bonding and letting go, mutual dependence and the struggle for autonomy — these are all delicately touched upon in her stark, haunting drawings. For Terry Kurgan's work begins not with the theories that are such useful tools for approaching this very work, but with her own lived experience, her experience as a mother. All her recent work is a mediation of and meditation upon the intimate bonds that link mothers and their children. 

It is in and through the work — the process of making as well as the considered relationship of one work to the next and to the group as a whole — that Kurgan pulls together the pained and pleasured experiences afforded by her children. Making no attempt to repress conflict, the works remain quiet and poised in their ambiguity. Incisively described in charcoal line, un-anchored by any shadow, the figures float on grounds that appear rubbed raw, distressed by priming of uneven thickness. This unevennes creates vertical striations that catch the flushes of charcoal and, occasionally, coloured dust, so that the surface becomes a quietly angry obstacle to the image that sits upon it. The border too, laying bare the torn reminder of the tape that once attached paper to wall, is at once assertive and disruptive. These are but some of the ways in which the drawings vex or interrupt the seamlessness of the photographs that serve as their sources.

Photographing Jonah and Jessie, the artist's two children, is a complex process, as obsessive as it is reflective: through it, Kurgan is witnessing, recording, laying claim. Where Jessie is a baby, her little body is a more passive receptacle of the mother's longing and object of her protective gaze. The photographs and subsequent drawings are evidence of a need (and the impossibility of this need's realisation) to hold onto the transience of the moment, to catch the fleeting lineaments of the child's rapidly changing self. Jonah, however, is more grown up: at five and then six, he colludes in the photographic process. Provided with no guiding script by his mother, he moves in and out of personalities — playful, vulnerable, assertive or flirtatious, he tentatively attempts to bridge the gap between what he imagines his mother wants and his own fantasies and desires. 

Of late, Kurgan has used the photographs not only as sources, but also as independent works. Shown in the recent Purity and Danger exhibition (Gertrude Posel Gallery, Johannesburg, May 97) under the title 'I'm the King of the Castle', the photographs of this little boy are disturbing explorations of the child's burgeoning sexuality and identity formation. His nakedness and role-playing simultaneously evoke anxieties about child abuse and a distilled wonder at the aching purity of his intentions, his desire. 

If the sexing of childhood has, since Freud, been taken as axiomatic, the rendering of such sexuality — of the child as both subject and object of desire — is largely a taboo domain. Western representations of motherhood have largely been built around an implicit Christian symbolic construct; the invention of childhood itself is, historically, fairly recent (dating, arguably, to the invention of psychoanalysis), and representations of children have, until very recently, often tended towards sentimentalisation, wilfully supressing their sexuality. In recent years, artists as diverse as Erich Fischl, Paula Rego, Marlene Dumas and Nicky Hobermann have approached the dangerous zone of children's sexuality in their work; however the fact that everyone's initial bodily erotic involvement is with their mother remains an area fraught with the unsayable, and touched upon only in the work of some photographers, most notably Sally Mann.

Kurgan looks unflinchingly, but with immense tenderness, upon the mutual desire of boy-child and mother, the former physically present in the representation, the latter physically absent but powerfully implicit in the gaze that generates the image. In eliptically presenting this, the child's first love affair, Kurgan's photographs are charged with layered allusions to the fantasies, sense of self and gender, and the modes of love and desire formed through the relationship between the child and his mother. More broadly, however, these works also throw light upon childhood not as a charmed time of innocence, but as a troubled passage through a particular coming-into-knowledge. (The Oedipal drama is, of course, nothing more than a particular form of finding out). 

In the passage from photograph to drawing, alot happens. The photographs, as signs of the real — contiguous with reality — are certainly more unsettling in their exposure of things repressed or forbidden; the drawings, however, evoke by their greater distance not so much a sense of danger as a sense of ineffable longing. In the surface disrtuptions and pared down compositions, Kurgan ruptures the uniformity of the photographic 'moment', for the presence of her own hand is more assertive than that of the photographer's founding gaze. Substituting the painterly tonality which fundamentally characterises photography by an insistent linearity, Kurgan imbues these fragile figures with an emblematic, almost iconic quality, a quality that pits itself against the transient as if to say 'I am here!' 

The friction between the transience of the lived moment and the relative durability of the image is the prime mover that impels these drawings into being. The mediating making-process through which this transformation from the transient to the durable is effected, taps the union of plenitude and loss that tinges the observation of any child's growth. For our being is never buffetted by flux and transformation as violently as it is during childhood. To parents, children are never fully equal to themselves; no longer what they were, they are not yet what they are to become. For parents watching children in their becoming, both memory and fantasy are called upon, and both memory and fantasy are elicited in the attempt to 'fix' the child in representation (this is true even of the humblest snapshot.) But in Kurgan's work, this 'fixing' occurs always at a price, and that price is loss. The fierce and gentle bonds that link her to her children bring a stern lesson: that when it comes to love's objects, to hold is never to have. 

But loss is not only the parent's condition, it is also that of the child: the loss of a seamless, unified world which is concomitant with the loss of the omnipresent providing mother, is the child's first and most traumatic experience of disillusionment. And it is the sundering of an intact world, the shattering of the illusion of unity and permanence provided by the wrapped, sensual, bodily involvement with the mother, that gives birth to desire itself. In losing love's first object and in learning to forge its symbolic retrieval, the child is expelled from its first and only paradise into the world of language and symbols. We discover desire by naming something we do not have. The mother's desire and the child's, then, are symmetrical forces: they pull at each other across the mutual gaze which both links and separates them. 

The three groups of drawings shown here subtley bring such complex notions to bear on complementary and intertwined concerns. In the larger, almost square-formatted works — the only group where the artist/mother appears in bodily form — we are given moments of suspended narrative, a narrative that exists more in potential form than in explicit realisation. A sense of melancholy pervades over moments where nakedness and dressing up are pitted against each other, mutually revealing. In the particularity of the masquerade (in warrior or king — but also in the more apparently neutral school uniforms of the two little girls who, in their rapture of mutual erotic identification, exclude the little boy) the artist hints at cultural fantasies and stories. These are shaped already from earliest childhood by introjected external stimuli, whether through emotional communication with the parents, or through the shared narratives of myths and fairytales, school and friends, books, films and television, all of which are "experienced directly and are personally recreated through fantasy and the emotional and cognitive reshaping of introjections."  (2)

The 12 drawings of the baby girl form a more cohesive unit: as a body of work characterised by the idea of repetition and similarity, the small changes in scale, placing, bodily articulation and facial expression from one work to the next are semantically charged, indicating proximity or distance, alertness or withdrawal. While all are fraught with the liminality of babyhood, some emanate a greater vitality while others, asleep or withdrawn, dusted in blue, are eerily evocative of how precariously life and death are held in balance in these tiny beings. Their insistent physicality — the engaging gaze, the clenched fists, the curled toes and protruding belly — are signs  of an embryonic yet insistent humanness. 

Within this state of liminality — an existence on the emergent cusp which separates life from whatever precedes it — femalehood is presented as a violable threshold. One becomes poignantly aware of the baby's sex, swollen and vulnerable: as a locus of both pleasure and danger, it underlines not only what we already know about the sexuality of infants, but also the the projected potential for all those other states of transition that befall the female body: menstruation, penetration, parturition, menopause. The sexed baby acts as a receptacle for the mother's identification, and subsequent need to protect. 

With the little boy, the mother's identification comes into play with her own sense of difference as the child grows away from her. In the (six?) drawings of him, the little boy picks up costumes and props and adopts stances through which he rehearses identities. In his repertoire of choices, as chief or king, warrior or Ninja, his little body enacts gendered cultural fantasies of power. In her writing on gendered identities, Judith Butler(3) has suggested that 'masculinity' and 'femininity' are formed and consolidated through identifications ('being' as 'being like') that invariably also contain disavowed grief: the bereavement of other potential, but disowned or renounced gender identities. Commenting on this, Adam Phillips has succinctly put it thus: '… just as every performance is subsidized by an inhibition elsewhere, so there is no identity, however, compelling the performance, without suffering [...] Mourning and performance — and the performances that constitute our sense of mourning — seem usefully twinned.' (4)  Each identity performance carries with it the implied (and mourned) loss of its suppressed opposite.

 Even naked, then, this child is 'dressed up with somewhere to go'. The moods that colour these identity rehearsals range from skittish to jubilant to doleful. At their most poignant, these drawings capture the fragile ways in which a kind of knowing separates the fantasised from the experienced self: painfully vulnerable in his nakedness, the little 'king' reveals not the child's domination of an enchanted realm, but rather the shattering awareness of his loss of omnipotence. Through these enactments of the normative desiderata of gender formation, Kurgan's quiet but precise renditions touch longingly upon the proximities and distances that link her to this child.  

In all these drawings, the implicit relationship between observing mother and observed child, between the mother's act of recording — always steeped in a sense of loss — and the child's performance, reveal with unusual subtlety and reserve a consideration of gendered subjectivity without making categorical claims about gender difference. 

Ruth Rosengarten

Lisbon, May 1997
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