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Terry Kurgan's new photographs are mainly set in the suburbs and their dominant subject is children. A key to the exhibition is an older triptych: her grandmother holding her mother as a baby, mother holding Terry as baby and Terry herself holding one of her children - long ago, then and now, or past and future. 

Like Caesar's Gaul, her exhibition is divided into three parts: colour portraits of adolescents; sepia images of children; and black-and-white family snaps, pre-Holocaust, in Poland and Lithuania. 

The photography reveals people on the cusps of their lives and history. They may face forward but something is approaching in the background. Or they are safe between home and observer; or the monster, unseen, is approaching from beyond the frame of civility.

Kurgan puts the notion of the suburban to her own use, creating her own metaphors, but she doesn't exclude wider cultural significance. If only by absence, the photographs remind us that the choice to live somewhere is a choice to not live somewhere else. 

Suburban dwelling implies a choice not to live in a city or the country. It also implies possession of the means - transport and finance - to come and go. 

Kurgan shows children immobile, safe, too young, usually in spaces without buildings. The suburb can offer the amenities of cities and countryside and thus impersonate either. An expectation - dented in South Africa - is that the suburb is safe.

Protesters of the 1960s and 1970s, here and abroad, identified the suburbs of their birth with complacency, materialism and moral insensitivity. Typically, Johannesburg's white student rebels, like their American equivalents, grew up in the more affluent suburbs - Illovo, Emmarentia or Houghton, perhaps.

They had the education and comfort to identify with others' oppression. They moved from the metaphorical barricades to areas like Yeoville in rebellion against the suburb and its associations. 

Ageing, they would return to a suburban variant, armed or burdened with babies, mortgages and career paths: Melville, Westdene, Parkhurst or Parktown North. 

Affluence would then send them north again, to areas where neighbours are more distant and invisible, the sound of traffic hushed: Sandton or Bryanston. Some might break the circle (or prison) to travel to Sydney, Toronto or Los Angeles. You were given to understand that this was not a rejection of South Africa, but a choice.

Kurgan's photographs provoke such thoughts, if only because, set in suburbs, they are not suburban. The children are not your bourgeois possessions. The photographs, like the grounds, are spacious. Space here is a precondition for the autonomy of children and autonomy from the conventions that characterise photographs of children. 

Children and adolescents are seen with fluidity - with the tenderness of the insider (a parent, perhaps, someone living in a suburb) along with the outsider's sense of possibility or menace. Many suburban dwellers choose to move often. 

This reflects many things - ambition, prosperity, ability to move. It also reflects being rooted in things other than a piece of ground or place. In Kurgan's photographs, location is space and not place.

Her well-observed precision supports larger meaning. 

Precision in photography is a form of deference to the object and the viewer - not respect and not the photojournalist's "nothing but the facts, ma'am", but recognition that what is being photographed has a life in itself. (True, this is a process of chasing the relative, not the absolute: the observed is altered by the observer, making photographs a study of relationship.)

In prosaic terms, not deferring means pushing your agenda into the foreground. Deferring acknowledges that the homilies, sermons, theses or wider meanings should take care of themselves. Some parents use children as ventriloquists' dolls, others assume children can and should speak for themselves. top.DisplayAds("Pos7",2,1083); 

In her work, Kurgan does the latter. The photographer and editor are there, but their focus is the children, not themselves, and certainly not some tendentious view of children or, worse, childhood. 

Because the backgrounds are uniform, the differences between the children are heightened and thus their uniqueness. They are individuals. The art has been in ordering nuance, colour and posture.

The loose outlines of the clothing mirror those of the trees. The relative rigidity or security of parental homes is implied by absence from the photograph. The parental hand is light. The children have their backs to the vistas of trees that enclose the space. The children look at and sometime through the camera. It is a subtle metaphor of adolescence: self-conscious and also aware of beyond. 

The adolescents finding themselves in new bodies; older boys in their school uniforms with the gawky demeanour of mid-teenagers. One has bad acne; his tie is awry, a noose either about to be drawn or having recently been loosened. 

Others look faintly curious, wary. Few know what do with hands that seem disproportionately large. The hanging hands - emblems of children with nothing to hold on to.

Parents experience their children both pleasingly familiar and alarmingly alien. Isolated in the photos, these children declare their individuality with an air of convincing themselves. The camera, like a good parent, contains, rather than defines, them - a fine image of sound parenting.

Kurgan's two main achievements are in depicting what children are, not what adults, self-servingly, define them as. Her photographs are of independent children, not upper-class Victorian trailers of clouds of glory, or erotic objects, or lower-class Victorian (and Third World) labour units and pension schemes. 

Nor are they Dianne Arbus's bonsai adults, those images of the bizarre. Nor do these photographs conform to the deadly contemporary adult view of children as "our" future. (That "our" is self-incriminating.) All such views reflect aspects of how adults see children, and acknowledgment of the uses children can be put to. 

They also reflect certain qualities inherent in children, like the erotic, as Freud argued.

Kurgan's work - as photographer and mother - reveals some contemporary attitudes of middle-class people to children today. The revelation is not in what is included but in what is excluded. 

The erotic is only obliquely acknowledged. The dark sturm und drang of, say, Lord of the Flies is absent. Suffocating mothers and brutal fathers are absent. 

If there is simplification, it is in the cause of portraying children as nearly as possible as beings in themselves, divorced from utilitarianism or the projections of adults. 

If these photographs of children gain their meaning from the deliberate exclusion of common ideas or stereotypes, those in the third category work the reverse way. Here, the viewer confirms the meaning that the choice of photograph conveys.

These photographs depict family in eastern Europe in the late 1930s and unavoidably raise the history of Holocaust, about which, said one Polish poet, nothing can be said.

Nothing is said about people photographed in open landscapes or relaxing on picnics or, in one, gathered at a memorial. The dates on the photographs say it all. We assume that most of those in the photographs were murdered. Because that is the single salient fact of the times, we apply that meaning.
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