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Run-down facades and abandoned buildings are not an unusual sight in the 
hinterlands of Dundee, the once prosperous jute-producing hub on the 
banks of the Tay. But the sober scenes found there do not quite compare to 
the post-apocalyptic scenes evoked in the photographs of the Wilson sisters, 
currently on exhibition at the Contemporary Arts Centre in the heart of the 
Scottish city. The Turner Prize-nominated twins have often been celebrated 
for their ability to argue their way into permissions to document and explore 
high-profile (and often infamous) built-environments and in their 2010 
photographic series Atomgrad (Nature Abhors a Vacuum) it is the town of 
Pripyat, within the 30km exclusion zone mapped out by the 1986 Chernobyl 
disaster, that is the focus of their searching lens. But Atomgrad constitutes 
only half of the exhibition at the DCA: the other half is comprised of a film 
installation which premiered there at the end of January, examining in 
scrupulous detail the assassination of Mahmoud Al-Mabhouh in a Dubai hotel 
room. The prevailing theme in each is the recording of presence, its 
subsequent absence, and the traces thereof. And that is why the two works 
compliment each other surprisingly well. 
 
Entering the first of the two cavernous, whitewashed rooms in which the 
exhibition is housed, viewers are confronted with a large, skeletal structure, 
climbing to the ceiling, formed from yardsticks in angular coincidence. 
Initially, the significance of this structure is not evident, but looking around at 
the enlarged C-prints spread out around the blank walls of the space, its 
purpose becomes clearer. The photographs themselves show spaces empty 
of life, littered with debris, a haunting record of hurried exits in the wake of 
sudden devastation – and in each there is a yardstick. While they invite us 
into scenes that are richly textured, they also encourage a sense of recoil in 
their lack of presence, their suggestion of hasty retreat, of the life having 
gone from places that were once filled with it. This is heightened by two 
factors: the first is the choice of the locations that the sisters have 
photographed within the desolate city – a public swimming pool, a 
schoolroom, a cinema – environments which would once have hummed with 
collective existence but are now captured for us populated by layers of 
debris and the markers of that previous presence. The second is the space of 
the exhibition itself – while the size of the prints is such that we feel 
enveloped in the scene, the contrasting clinical whiteness of the towering 
walls and the presence of the spindly structure in the middle of the room 
seem to ask us to detach ourselves, to measure the distance between where 
we are and what we are seeing. It is nostalgic and at the same time 



alienating. Here, the documentary reality of the images becomes important: 
similar, for example, to Eugene Atget’s photographs of the streets and shop-
fronts of a dying version of Paris, they call for a remembrance of what once 
was, while simultaneously creating unheimlich images of something 
recognised but made unfamiliar. They are about the recording of a space 
and the recording of time – in the sense both of a moment frozen in time and 
one affected by the passing of time too. In the seas of broken wood, the 
quilts hanging from rafters, the discarded papers on a classroom floor, we are 
given the traces of scenes interrupted, emptied of life, frozen and left over to 
decay. They are scenes both vacant and occupied, and that is the tension we 
have to wrestle with. 
 
From the luminosity of this entrance we are then plunged into the darkness 
of the second room, where two further prints from Atomgrad are displayed 
alongside the film installation Face Scripting – What did the building see?  
The decision to split the photographic series between the two rooms works 
well here – of the two images given over to this second space, one is of a 
(now characteristically) deserted cinema photographed at an oblique angle 
from which the seats and the screen are visible, giving the eerie effect that 
we are observing the scene and the screen while simultaneously being 
observed by some absent audience. This disconcerting effect is underlined 
by the delineation of a box in front of the print – marked out by the recurring 
motif of yardsticks – into which we cannot intrude.   
 
A box into which we can intrude, however, is the gauze-walled area which 
houses the key feature of Face Scripting: a surveillance video shown on a 
typical CCTV and, directly opposite, a screen flanked by two perpendicular 
mirrors playing a two-part film which examines the location of Al-Mabhouh’s 
assassination in incisive detail and subsequently explores the idea of the 
algorithmic recording of faces and features. The mirrors add an interesting 
nuance to the viewing experience, multiplying infinitely the film and our 
presence as viewers within its space into a kind of repetitive misidentification 
of our place within the world of the artwork and the world around us. While it 
has the potential to be a more politically-tinged work, it arguably continues 
the trend established by the Atomgrad images of probing the relationship 
between presence and absence, and how that is marked in and by an 
environment; it is itself accompanied by frontal portraits of the sisters, with 
alternating markers on their faces suggesting different identifications for the 
recording of presence, superimposed on surveillance stills.  
 
The strength of the exhibition lies in the interplaying dynamics of 
juxtaposition, simultaneity and contrast that the inclusion of the two works 



seems to emphasise within the shrewdly conceptualised gallery environment. 
These dynamics encourage viewers to contemplate the spatial and temporal 
significance of the works, to recognise the traces of presence they are trying 
to establish and examine in almost mathematical detail; pilgrimaging slowly 
from photograph to photograph, pausing for scrutiny, there is a procession 
into the dark and the viewers stand in front of a screen, surveilling and 
surveilled through the translucent partitions of the viewing space.   
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