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The voices and visions in [Penny Siopis’s] My Lovely Day are those of three generations of women in a family. A parallel can be found in an enigmatic work by Terry Kurgan entitled Family Affairs. Made for Kurgan’s solo exhibition, “Family Affairs”, Family Affairs is constituted of three photographs and two e-mail letters. The first photograph (Fig. 11) is of Kurgan’s maternal grandmother, Tusia, holding her one-year daughter, Leonia. The second (Fig. 12) – a parallel to the first but of a next generation – is of Leonia Kurgan with her one-year old daughter, Terry. The third photograph (Fig. 13) is of Terry Kurgan and her one-year old daughter, Jessie. The first e-mail, dated August 24 1999, is from Terry to Leonia: it is one in which the daughter asks her mother, now living in California, about her memories of the trio of photographs. A second e-mail, dated August 26 1999 and from Leonia to Terry, is one in which the mother engages with her daughter’s questions.

Family Affairs may strike the viewer as an intriguing genealogical record, the outcome of a project in which two generations of Jewish women, Leonia and Terry Kurgan, share photographs and correspondence that provide evidence of, and details about, their familial ties. The work is, however, far more than that. Not just a product of remembering, Family Affairs - like My Lovely Day – engages with the process of memory work and how it yields alternative forms of knowledge. Kurgan writes to her mother that she has been thinking about how powerful family photographs are “in their ability to ‘make’ memory and construct family relationships” but also “how ambiguous and deceptive these pictures can be”, and these ideas are played out in Family Affairs. Furthermore, the work speaks of the ways in which family photographs are necessarily entangled in the historical and cultural circumstances of their production and use. As Annette Kuhn explains in the introductory chapter of her study of her own family photographs and memory objects:

… if the memories are one individual’s, their associations extend far beyond the personal. They spread into an extended network of meanings that bring together the personal with the familial, the cultural, the economic, the social, and the historical. Memory work makes it possible to explore connections between ‘public’ historical events, structures of feeling, family dramas, relations of class, national identity and gender, and ‘personal’ memory (Kuhn 1995: 4). 

The image of Tusia as mother is especially revealing when subjected to memory work. For Leonia Kurgan, her e-mail to Terry Kurgan indicates, this photograph is startling in that Tusia “looks like such a regular mother”. She continues:

Maybe she also was that, but my view of her is so coloured by her telling me she had an affair while she was pregnant with me. She was not particularly maternal but she did love me in her own way. I wish I had a picture of my mother with her mother. It would probably explain a lot. There were things she gave me. Her charm, her optimistic attitude to life. What she did not give me was a feeling of being special, that she loved me no matter what. And it colours how I look at her picture of her and me, when I was a baby and she was a young woman of 32.

For Leonia Kurgan, then, this apparently idealised image is in fact permeated by her doubts about being loved by her mother, her awareness of ruptures in her parents’ marriage and her suspicion that Tusia herself may not necessarily have been the recipient of maternal love. 

For Terry Kurgan, however, a reading of this image is not only informed by her prior knowledge of Leonia’s belief that Tusia did not love her unconditionally, but also its origins in pre-Holocaust Poland. As she observes in her e-mail to her mother, her reading “is inflected by what happened to your family during he holocaust, a history that somehow never leaves the background”. Kurgan (2003) indicated to me that her mother was three years old when the family escaped Poland, bringing with them few possessions or mementoes. In her e-mail to her mother, she expresses fascination with the reflection of her mother’s back in the glass of the cupboard. She notes how it elicits in her a strong desire to expose the contents of that closet and reminds her of her childhood inclination to uncover evidence of her family’s Holocaust experiences:

I don’t know whether you know how hard I looked for traces of your Poland past when I was a little girl. Nobody ever spoke about it at all. On Friday nights, after supper with granny and grandpa, I used to pore over the few objects that survived those years, like those tattered suitcases covered with travel stickers and labels which were piled above the cupboards and in the dark back room. They were too high for me to reach, but I had this fantasy then that if I could only reach them and open them up, it would all be inside.

The reflection in the glass-fronted cupboard is, for Terry Kurgan, what Roland Barthes termed a punctum - a detail within an image that prompts the viewer to recall a quite different object. In other words, through displacement, the intense feelings elicited by one object or image (the significance of which may be only partially recognised or not recognised at all) is invoked through another. The glass-fronted cupboard in the photograph of Tusia with Leonia prompts Terry Kurgan’s recollections of her yearnings as a child to elicit stories from her grandparents about their retreat from Poland. If, like so many other survivors of the Holocaust, her grandparents felt that what they had witnessed could not be articulated,
 her fantasy about the suitcases became a way of negotiating their silence.  

The photograph of Tusia and Leonia was not brought with the family when they escaped Poland. Rather, it was sent to the adult Leonia from a relative who had gone to live in Buenos Aires. While the sending the photograph to Leonia was presumably motivated by a recognition that it could serve as powerful signifier of familial bonds that had shaped important aspects of her identity, the fact that it was in the possession of this relative in the first place is also important. We realise that Tusia was not seeking a photograph of herself and her baby simply for a private family album but rather to be sent to various kin: whether consciously or unconsciously, she was motivated by a drive to construct herself as the image of the model mother and, more importantly, to be witnessed in this role by others. 

In the 1930s, amateur photography was a considerably less common pastime than in the mid twentieth century, and we gather from Leonia Kurgan’s e-mail that a professional photographer was employed to take this photograph.
 This is significant. It was not a proud father, whose investment in the image would have been emotional rather than economic, behind the lens. The photographer was instead an individual who knew, from experience, that his role was to achieve an image that was pleasingly balanced, showed the mother with an appropriate glowing smile, presented her baby as endearing and well dressed,
 and blotted out any hints of fractiousness on the part of the child that might well have been in evidence during the shoot. 

Is it significant that Leonia, as a young mother of twenty years, also chose the professional photographer to produce an image of her with her daughter, Terry. And, when she had this image made, was she intent on demonstrating her difference from her own non-maternal mother ? Was Terry Kurgan’s image of herself as mother also motivated by the knowledge of what her grandmother had (ostensibly) been and what she did not want to be? In its exploration of the enactments that underpin the making of family photographs – of the ways in which such images involve a complex interface between the psychic and the cultural, the evidential and the allusive - Family Affairs prompts these questions but it does not set out to answer them.  

�  For some, the Holocaust cannot be represented because its horrors are too immense to be invoked by any form of discourse. See, for example, Robins (1998: 122).





�  “The back of my own original says Foto Laver Drancz-Bielsko”, Leonia Kurgan informs Terry Kurgan.





� Kuhn examines a family photograph of herself with her mother, which is comparable to this photograph. She points to the ways in which her mother presented herself as caring, as a ‘good mother’, through the attention and money lavished on her clothing. Especially telling is the fact that Kuhn’s mother’s interest in dressing up her daughter seems to have been less a manifestation of maternal feelings than a compensation for her lack thereof: one suspects that the fancy almost pompous garments of the one-year-old Leonia Kurgan are the product of similar dynamics. See Kuhn (1995: 46-52) for a discussion of this photograph.














