Frozen by the speed of the shutter, the young woman is suspended in mid-air, as if ‘on pause’ for our inspection.  She bends backwards, her eyes closed and her neck elongated in a posture of surrender.  Her passivity is unnerving, like a body yielding to a powerful force – a gust or blast that propels her off her feet.  The combination of vulnerability, bare flesh and beauty are not unusual in this world of fashion photography and crime-scene television.  But the setting is less common: the ice-rink, a curious space in urban lives where it is always winter, where the artificial is produced in defiance of the calendar to indulge this peculiar past-time.  


The digital removal of any skating-partner has the disquieting effect of making one unsure whether this young woman is being lifted or is falling, an offering-up or a bird shot out of the sky.  Nor does her expressionless visage offer clues to the narrative sense or overall sensation the image intends.  Clad in colours of performance - vibrant begonia-pink and silver-sequined - she is there to be admired, while her thoughts and desires remain inaccessible.  She is an enigma held aloft by absent hands.


What sustains a skater?  This skater’s agility is testimony to the discipline required to appear effortless.  The regimes of training for ambitious young skaters take them out of the usual timetable required by education.  They emerge before their peers awake to enter the rink, seeking each morning to master the leaps and turns, to overcome their nerves and fears, to place trust in their partners as well as their own bodies’ abilities to defy Nature.  With practise and effort they will be able to move more gracefully and more swiftly than they can off the ice; via the simple technology of the skating boot, they are transformed into ‘dancing queens’, commanding the attention of a crowd.  The risk that this effort might not pay off – that the jump may be too ambitious, too risky - adds to the frisson for the spectator, and by the same token, adds to our admiration when it does.  But what sustains her has to do with more than training; she is held by much more than this.  


Wendy McMurdo’s work has long posed questions of childhood fantasies and psychologies, in which questions of play and mimicry figure centrally.  This series of works is no exception.  Even with this initial line of enquiry, the question of what sustains the skater quickly poses questions of children’s development.  The child’s body becomes ‘the skater’ only when a certain impression is achieved; the child must subordinate herself to an idea of the future body to which she aspires.  She is not playing with but becoming the fantasy she imagines.  This image of her future self is not necessarily narcissistic, but is part of what the sociologist Bourdieu termed her ‘illusio’ – the idea of our own lives as meaningful and that enables us to will ourselves into living.  In this, she is no different from anyone else who seeks a certain path through the future.  And the effort to impress judges in skating competitions is a process of internalising a future external moment of judgement, an example of many imagined moments we all conjure.  


But can one understand this young skater through theories designed for adults, as it were?  Wherever children or adolescents emerge as talented in a particular field there arises the suspicion that adults have imposed their ambitions upon the child, turning the child into their playthings.  Is the skater sustained by her own desires, will and ambition, or by that of some adult, a parent or trainer?  Are the elegant beauty, the sheer fun and the healthy exercise of skating being perverted into a commercial enterprise such that it risks eclipsing the child’s ‘real’ world – sacrificing it  - as she is trained to secure desires that in truth emanate from elsewhere?  Is she a part of someone else’s fantasy, someone else’s avatar, as the title might imply?


What such suspicions suggest is the centrality that children have within the adult world’s imagined future.   Their activities and development are worried over as indicators of the future-to-come.  How and what children play is a particularly contested site in these discussions.  The next generations’ health, emotional well-being and sociality converge here, as twentieth century psychology has determined, in its various guises, that children’s play is intimately entwined with the formation of a sense of self and of being one-among-others.  This is not a process that could or should be forced.  The adult can only facilitate and safeguard the natural process of play, in which children will employ make-believe centrally as a form of learning, using their imagination to try out new skills and modes of being. 


Among the many antique toys that Wendy McMurdo has photographed at the Museum of Childhood in Edinburgh is her favourite, the ‘Shoe Doll’.  An early example of an ‘emergent’ or ‘emergency’ doll, one made by poor parents for their children, this doll, from 1905, is made from a shoe.  Others would have been made from pegs, or even bones.  The idea that a toy might emerge from everyday – organic or non-organic - objects in order to enter into the process of constructing a sense of self for the emergent child resonates strongly here.  Not only because early ice-skates were also made of bone, tied simply to the boots of those traversing the frozen lakes of the Netherlands, but also because it nicely indicates the ability of the child to find pleasure and comfort in inanimate things, to imagine them otherwise, to make them ‘live’, even communicate.  This ‘childish’ ability enables the play that has been regarded as fundamental to developing a healthy psychology, enabling mimicry and role-play.  


It is also, of course, the source of many a childhood fear.  In the night, things seem to move and scenes from Dr Who revisit.  Learning to understand that the mind can fool one’s sense of reality, and must be waved away each morning, is part of growing up.  


Not that anyone would wish to entirely refuse that ability: it is a precious source of pleasure. To live without susceptibility to our own imaginations would be a rather dull life.  Adults also enter into the landscape of films and books, becoming large or small with cinematic effects, becoming amused or heart-broken by characters we ‘animate’ from the page.  But to distinguish between the real and the fantastical, between one’s own self-generated forms of animation and those outside the self is a psychological necessity, is it not?  


It is here that the dramatic technological developments of the past fifteen years have produced concerns about computerised forms of play – too many young lives lived ‘on screen’, in virtual worlds.  Having passed through several periods of children’s toys in which we have seen children being asked to ‘care for’ digital pets who required constant attention to ‘stay alive’ – the Tamagotchis craze of 1997 - then to ‘socialise’ Furbies and to train robotic dogs, we have arrived at a time when children live their lives surrounded by computer-generated images and characters with whom they interact.  Is this changing the way children play, and with what effects?  Earlier work of McMurdo’s depicted the prolonged period of ‘parallel play’ that the Nintendo DS seems to produce, for example, well beyond the stage at which Piaget imagined co-operative play should take over.  But more recently, the communication between and independence of simulated characters has taken the notion of co-operative play to a different level.  From CubeWorld stickmen to SimLife and The Sims Online, children choose these characters and create their situations but they then ‘evolve’ on their own (Turkle, 2005:291), making their own choices of friends and activities.  So although children have long animated the inanimate, as the enchanted girl standing before an array of antique dolls in McMurdo’s ‘Girl Looking at Dolls’ captured, and although this might be understood as a timeless, existential process of becoming by which the self is incarnated in an external alter ego, as for example, Simone de Beauvoir understood it, today this animation has taken on new qualities.  If the characters are also ‘becoming’, making decisions with consequences for their own existence, the notion of animation no longer has the human as its indisputable centre; instead, there is an entangled, dispersed agency across the human and the non-human elements of this assemblage.  Subtly, our sense of what lives has changed.  


Here, Wendy McMurdo’s ‘The Gamers’ series again shows images of children ‘at play’.  These children are not involved in parallel play, at least not with another human child; they are competing, it seems, but it is unclear with whom they’re locked in battle.  Again, elements of what supports their past-time – key parts of the technology – are removed in order to focus on the children’s physical postures, the human part of this assemblage.  A boy steers a racing car, another plays a guitar, while a girl seems to be skiing; the whole body is given to the demands of the game, with the concentration on their faces lending them a serious intensity as if they were ‘really’ so engaged.  Like McMurdo’s earlier work that photographed talented young musicians, these images suggest the young mind is transported to an imagined elsewhere, a world inaccessible to us, the spectators.  


The images might suggest the children are trapped.  They are indoors, in artificial light, blinds drawn, turned away from the outside natural world, turned away from the centuries-old toys that they nevertheless still own, strewn about their bedrooms – the dolls’ house, the toy-soldiers, the cricket ball - and focussed to the exclusion of the natural and human world, on a sport or action that – unlike the talented musicians of the earlier works - they are not ‘really’ mastering.  They are transfixed by the game, ‘trapped’ maybe, but also led away into a wonderful world where one can be safe in the living room while skiing down a mountain, cheered by fans as one becomes an instant guitar hero and race as fast as you dare without the risk of injury that our ‘real’ skater runs.  Of course, one hopes, the child knows she can’t yet ‘really’ ski, or bowl, or play the guitar or race a racing car.  But The Skater does raise the question: how different is it to skate on screen from skating on ice?


Perhaps it is foolhardy to spend time on the wii rather than learn such skills.  But rather than relate this to ‘really’ learning those skills, perhaps it is more appropriate to liken it to other uses of the imagination.  How different is the pretence aided by the wii from the imagination required to escape into a marvellous adventure story?  Yet we don’t berate someone for still not being able to sail, having read Moby Dick.  In both past-times, one has to construct a ‘parallel’ world through the use of the imagination.  In both, one can become someone else, a racing-car driver or the narrator.  Moreover, one might ask how different the building of a virtual ‘second’ self on screen is from the various projects we perform on the self we present to the world in everyday ‘ordinary’ encounters?  How unmediated is that self?  In a nice touch, McMurdo’s ‘real skater’ has chosen to die her brown hair blonde – we know this because she appears in the film-still as a brunette – while the girl photographed on the wii chooses to create her avatar ‘faithfully’ as it were, in her own image, choosing blonde to reflect her real hair-colour.  


McMurdo’s striking images do not answer the questions they imply, but she set us ruminating about them, and in particular about what our judgements about children and technology are themselves indicative of.  We cannot live without fantasy, without imagination, without dreams, but we are constantly judging the extent to which the human mind should be tethered to the ‘material’ world, constantly drawing lines between the acceptable and unacceptable uses of this necessary capacity.  While some may judge children for their obsessive engagement with screens, for their interest in the often absurd pretence of computer-generated activities, we as adults organise our lives more and more via such technologies, and, let’s face it, constantly ‘trick’ ourselves for pleasure, with or without technological assistance.  From improving our holiday snaps with ‘photo-shop’ to our innermost sexual imaginings, we use our imaginations to bring ourselves improved satisfaction.


If we debate the technological encroaching onto the fantasy lives of children (and adults!) it is not simply because we are judgemental, however; it is because there is a sense of human vulnerability at stake.  Computerised gaming is big commercial business, such that the children are trapped twice over – trapped indoors and by the commercial manipulation of their desires.  But more than this, we are concerned because developing an understanding the self, the formation of one’s very subjectivity, is a highly contingent and precarious process.  While slammed doors have become associated with the stereotypical adolescent’s attitude to the living in the parental home, the doors in Wendy McMurdo’s images are not closed but ajar; there are edicts (No Smoking) but there is still an invitation - and a responsibility - to look in.  

Wendy McMurdo explains that she chose to photograph the skaters in part as a response to the painting that has become the icon of the National Gallery in Edinburgh: Reverend Robert Walker Skating on Duddington Lock, c. 1795.  The painting is said to be indicative of the attitude of the Scottish Enlightenment.  The Reverend chassés, eyes forward, a lone figure mastering Nature supported only by the most minimal augmentation, metal blades tied with red leather bows to his boots.  He is in also an assemblage, we could argue; that is, he does still need his skates to perform this mastery.  But according to Enlightenment attitudes, he would ignore these blurrings of the relationship, cutting these networks of relationships to leave a more simple one, that is, rational man’s capacity to tame the natural, to understand its properties and to subordinate it to man’s plans.  His sport is not without risk – the ice may crack beneath him – but he pushes out over its surface nonetheless, elegant if un-theatrical in his steadfast determination.  


One aspect central to Enlightenment thought was method – the rational application of method would deliver replicable reliable results.  In a spirit of critical inquiry, one shouldn’t merely copy others’ results but test them, improve those results by tweaking them, making distinctions and producing thereby new improved knowledge.  Fundamental here was the process of isolating the elements under observation, in order to better understand their interactions in the real world.  In other words, both science and philosophy involve an artificiality, a removal from the complexities of the real, properly undertaken with an awareness that its results are provisional, part of a much longer collective project to whose judgement one submits one’s results.  As long as one understands the leap one makes from the discoveries of the laboratory or library into the realm of multiple contingencies, that artificiality is appropriate.  Although, like the occasion child emerging from a violent movie, a scientist or a philosopher occasionally forgets this, forgetting is an occupational – and a very human - hazard that one relies upon one’s peers to correct.


But the application of rational thought alone couldn’t have been enough to sustain our Reverend.  He had to learn; so he must have possessed an ability to mimic the other members of Edinburgh’s already long-established Skating Club, which he joined in 1780.  And through that mimicry he acquired a skill and became something new: a skater.  

Mimicry is at the heart of learning, the ability to embody the movements and rhythms required from the very beginning of life: to walk, to talk, to become one-self.  In The Loop Wendy McMurdo and Paul Holmes make a theme of the processes of mimicry, and the line of dependencies that traverse the organic-technological divide.  The computer-generated skater who glides across the gamer’s screen does so so effectively because the game’s programmers studied the movements of real skaters.  When she tumbles she will do so with the movements that the programmers learnt were those likely in the real skating girl.  If we make our avatar skate on the screen, then, we are using our bodily movements to make the image of the real girl skate again, a slightly spooky thought that we might be both controlling and becoming the real girl, not only making her live like Guiseppe with his Pinocchio, but replacing her in the process?


On the other side of the split screen film, however, the girl who mimics the film of the skater reminds us that even the most graceful and studious of copies will not be an exact replica.  Computer generated sportsmen and women run, leap and show emotion, but they aren’t absolutely perfect.  Absolutely perfect copies are rare, and often worrisome.  In ‘In a Shaded Place’ Wendy McMurdo explored the idea of the doppleganger with digitally produced images in which a child is accompanied by her copy.  Like a twenty-first century response to Diane Arbus’s ‘Identical Twins’ (1967), a girl passes her double with eyes closed, or, in another image a girl sits on top of herself; humorous but disturbing images of the impossible but frequently imagined possibility that we might be forced to meet ourselves, a shadowing, parallel ‘me’ outside my control and seeking to take my place.  


Even the most likely real copy – the child of the parent – is something we are both attracted to and repelled by.  The daughter might mimic her mother, who might even indulge in ‘mummy and me’ matching outfits; but the idea that she make her daughter in her exact image is abhorrent.  Mimicry is necessary but it has its limits as a mode of learning and is apt, thankfully, to go awry, as our mis-attention makes us imperfect mimics and our fickle attractions make us wander elsewhere.  We lie – most of us – in ignorance of all the attractions and mimicries that produce our individuality.  Indeed, we really don’t want to know the authors of all aspects of ourselves.  Not only because there would be so many, but because it would be too psychologically burdensome to be aware of all the lines of complicity and persuasion that we have enfolded into ourselves, slowly moulding our way of being, making us who we are.  Anyway, like the suggestion that Sir Henry Raeburn’s brush may not have been responsible for our iconic painting, or that the Reverend isn’t actually gliding across on Duddington Loch, we might not need to settle the controversies of authorship or interrogate imperfect resemblances to enjoy the result.  After all, it isn’t ‘really’ him or any loch; it’s a work of the imagination, an assemblage of oil paint, canvas, light and willing eyes.

Is not the accusation levelled at children playing the wii – that they master only the technology rather than the real skill – also that levelled at the photographer?  The oil painting takes time and patience to produce the impression that the Reverend skates, whereas photography is simply to push a button on a camera.  It’s like choosing an avatar on the wii then – all pre-sets and clicks.  But these distinctions are also difficult to sustain.  Wendy McMurdo’s photographs involve a painterly aspect – the use of digital manipulation involves her in forms of composition and stroking akin to painting.  But more than this, in her careful non-judgemental way, they form a series of provocations that makes them more than a representation of the pre-existing real.  They form compositions, individually, but also as a group, compositions that think the relationships at stake.  
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