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Family photographs, as much as they are visual reminders that secure the immortality and prominence of the subject in the mind of the viewer, are also, as Susan Sontag suggests, “an inventory of mortality”.
 Such images behold a tension between the past and the present, between a past that exists in the present and a past that is forever gone. Collecting and preserving photographs of family members might not keep them alive but it certainly keeps the memory of them alive. But the character of this memory is sometimes a fantasy driven entirely by the photograph and sometimes a stark reality maintained in spite of the photograph. It is this variegated intersection of identity politics and photographic representation that is at the heart of much of Terry Kurgan’s photography. And nowhere is it more a part of her work than in Family Affairs, an exhibition originally held at Cape Town’s Mark Coetzee Fine Art Cabinet in 1999.

Family Affairs is an installation of photograph- and text-based conversation about love affairs, family affairs, maternal desire and, above all, the representational politics surrounding all these affairs and desires. The exhibition explores the ways in which particular notions of the family are made and maintained through representational practices such as photography. As such, the exhibition addresses the ambiguity, power and deception of family photographs and their meanings. The first part Family Affairs consists of the three postcard-sized photographs Kurgan’s mother sent her from Los Angeles. All conventional mother and child portraits – her Polish grandmother, her mother, and herself, each holding their one-year-old daughters – the three photographs are the framing context for the rest of the work on the exhibition. Along with these three family photographs, the exhibition also consisted of an email correspondence between Kurgan and her mother about the three photographs, Kurgan’s photographs of my her children, and her children’s photographs of their mother.

In sending the three photographs Kurgan’s mother presented her daughter with an uninterrupted timeline that spanned three generations of women, a continuity that stands in the face of a family history that has been characterised by displacement and dislocation. “My mother was born in Poland in the late 1930s,” says Kurgan. “In the early stages of the war they fled Nazi Europe and managed to survive the holocaust. I had no idea that any of the photographs of their lives before the war had survived.”  After fleeing war-torn Europe and ending up in South Africa, the family then emigrated to the USA in the 1970s. Kurgan later returned to South Africa. In the context of histories such as these photographs often traverse time and place to complete broken memories. Photographs have a way not only of bridging gaps and connecting disparate peoples, but also of creating a small sense of home out of a feeling of strangeness. 

Family photographs are often made in moments of happiness. The camera’s mechanical eye renders the photograph proof, beyond any reasonable doubt, of happy days. Over time these photographs become reminders of happiness. In the form of photographs the memories of one’s life becomes mediated and lived through representation. In relying on representations for memories, photographs can sometimes play a deceptive role in making a particular history utterly believable. The paradox of photographic images is that as much as they might reveal, even expose what is awkward and uncomfortable, they also very deftly conceal and silence that which is perceived as undesirable or taboo. It is this struggle between revelation and concealment that underpins Kurgan’s sense of the photograph of her grandmother and one-year-old mother: “On the surface it's an image of a happy mother and child couple. But the image of my grandmother is at such odds with my memory of her, or rather, at odds with my mother’s version of her as a mother. Those pictures seemed like so many veils.” 

Family photographs, especially in the way that they mostly tell ‘happy’ stories, effect what Roland Barthes calls “counter-memories”.
 The reality of the happiness represented in the photograph counters or prevents the possibility of anything but the particular happiness represented in the image. But as much as the photograph might eliminate counter-memory, it is as Susan Sontag suggests “only a fragment, and with the passage of time its moorings come unstuck. It drifts away into a soft abstract pastness, open to any kind of reading (or matching to other photographs)”.
 This tension between memory and counter-memory, between the possibility of one fantasy and the impossibility of another, is acutely exposed in the way that Kurgan juxtapose the three conventional mother-child images with the two email letters between herself and her mother, as well as the images she shot of her own children and those they shot of her. But rather than trying to establish an alternative visual ‘truth’ through her own photographs, Kurgan instead highlights the preconceptions and contradictions that exist within photographic representation and our understanding of these representations.

The second part of the Family Affairs exhibition is a series of nine larger-than-life portraits Kurgan made of her children. Here the children actively assert their presence and project themselves outwards from the space of the image. This, along with the uneven control that Kurgan exerts over the images – sometimes it’s Kurgan who narrates the image and other times it’s the children who take control of the narration – highlight the extent to which the photographs are what Kurgan calls “collaborative fictions”. These often-playful collaborations toy with the authenticity of the photographic image, teasing its powerful claims to the truth of the mechanical eye. Kurgan’s deliberate use of a sepia tone in the photographs of her children, more than just evoking the cultural fantasies of an innocent, natural childhood, actually point to the ways in which images of children idealised, even fetishised in everyday visual culture. The third part of Family Affairs, is entitled ‘Shooting Back’, consists of two large black-and white slightly out of focus portraits of a naked Kurgan and each one of her children. The photographs were taken by the children themselves: “I wasn’t very comfortable being photographed naked but my kids insisted.”

The three components of Family Affairs, in relation to each other, raise important questions regarding our preconceptions about photographic representations and its use within the domain of family photography. The realities that lie on either side of the photograph are never quite what the image itself seems to be. “Family photographs represent the impossibility of the desire to hold, contain or capture some concrete reminder of present experience,” says Kurgan. “Photographs are tied so precisely to a particular moment that they are always simultaneously a record of something or someone no longer there.” The photographs with her children actively engage the conventions of the mother-child portrait, playing with the potential of photographs to present ambiguous narratives, different readings that offer contradictions in the face of idealisation. And she does this in a way that acutely confronts the politics of photographic meaning. “Together they engage my own obsession with what photographs mean, their power, value and importance, as well as their ambiguity and deception.”

As can be garnered from Family Affairs, there are a number of themes that run through Kurgan’s work: love and loss, presence and absence, life and death. And in each instance it is the relationship of these issues to representational politics that is utmost in Kurgan’s mind. But another perspective that Kurgan brings to these very same themes is that of their presence within private realm experience and public domain performance. Conventionally each of these experiences is articulated differently within the private and public realms, with no possibilities for overlap. Kurgan, however, is intent on not only blurring the boundary between private and public experiences but also actively pushing private realm experiences into the public realm. “I seem to return again and again to a place,” says Kurgan, “where private experience shades into public performance and vice versa. Gender issues should be placed in the public realm more than they are at the moment. Men should be more involved in confronting issues of health, childcare, abortion, sexuality, rape, and domestic violence.”

Maternal Exposures, a series of installations at the Mowbray Maternity and Groote Schuur Hospitals that started in 1999, presented Kurgan with an opportunity to make a public realm project on the usually private politics around the reproductive body. Kurgan explores the tension between the personal and the political, the private and the public. “I began to think how interesting it would be to see certain of the conversations we have in the private realm, taking place in the public realm,” says Kurgan. Any experience of strangeness is made familiar through the photographer’s power to insert a controlling eye over the camera’s lens. It is exactly this assumed ability of photography to control that Kurgan tries to subvert in her work. In bringing private realm experience into the public domain Kurgan was able to connect the installation to the politics and issues of the hospital and public health. “When people sit in these hallways and look at the installation they get a strong sense that it’s not just about their bodies, getting babies in and out in the most efficient and healthy way, but it’s also about very important emotional and internal life processes.” Maternal Exposures, more than Family Affairs, has a strong sense of social advocacy. But what is unique about Kurgan’s work is the extent to which she explores social content through the kinds of personal experiences that rarely finds their way into the public realm.

Photographs, as supplements to texts, often act as guarantors of the ‘truth’ of the written word. But rather than establishing a relationship of substantiation between photographs and texts, Kurgan creates an image-text tension in Maternal Exposures. Here the texts are in three languages – English, Afrikaans and Xhosa – but not one of them is translation. Without this particular trilingualism viewers can’t take in a complete experience of the installation. But then is probably part of Kurgan’s intention with the installation, playing with our assumptions about photography offering a complete experience. The texts stand in stark contrast to the documentary quality of the images. “I tried to make bland images and deliberately constructed a tension between the photos and the texts,” says Kurgan. “The texts are sad, sexy, rude, poignant, and funny. Women say the most extraordinary things.” In trying to bring ordinary, lived experiences to the installation, Kurgan points to the ambivalence of images of women with children, especially in photographic form.
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