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Performance is at the heart of the work of French 

photographer Clarisse d’Arcimoles’ (b. 1986). Based 

in London she studied Set Design for Performance at 

Central Saint Martins followed by a Postgraduate course in 

photography. Her practise marries these two mediums.

In her work she restages photographs often casting herself as 

sitter, recreating a certain mood or scene through costume, 

tinted make-up and pose.

In her series she Un-possible retour, d’Arcimoles restages old 

family snapshots with the subject in the same pose, clothes 

and setting. Initially a simple idea, on closer inspection the 

viewer can see the care that has gone into mirroring the 

original image as accurately as possible. 
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Prices start from £325 + vat. 

EDITION INFORMATION

For her piece Forgotten Tale the artist meticulously 

re-created a life-size black and white photograph taken in 

the impoverished East End of London in 1902.

The reconnection of the past and present reflects 

d’Arcimoles’ fascination with photography as a 

permanent recorder of memories combined with the 

impossibility of reversing time.



For years, artists and writers have been inspired by the destitution of the Victorian poor. Works such 
as Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist and Jack of London’s The People of the Abyss have come to define 
an era synonymous with slums, street urchins, prostitutes and gangs. Now, one young artist has 
joined their ranks, tackling the subject in an original and thought-provoking exhibition, Forgotten 
Tale, that opened at London’s Photographers’ Gallery on Friday. Four years in the making, the work 
not only makes the Victorian era tangible for contemporary viewers, but also has something pertinent 
to say about the poverty that still exists in the capital today.

“I always wanted to enter into a black and white photograph. And now I’ve done it,” exclaims 
Clarisse d’Arcimoles. After moving to London from her native France in 2005 to pursue a Set 
Design for Performance degree at Central Saint Martin’s, d’Arcimoles became fascinated by 
photography, and completed a postgraduate degree in the subject.
Since then, she has cleverly blended the two disciplines to illustrate photography’s power to recreate 
memories in playful and nostalgic artworks. For example, in UnPossible Retour (2011) she re-staged 
old family photographs 20 years later, subtly highlighting the passing of time while with Rise and Fall 
(2012), she recreated a flat in a demolished post-war apartment block. Through revisiting the past, 
she forces us to reassess the present anew, making her one of 2016’s most exciting emerging talents.

Fittingly, we meet at a café in Spitalfields Market, just yards from the East End slum that inspired 
the whole project. “Forgotten Tale was inspired by a photograph of a poverty-stricken mother and 
her six barefoot and grubby children making hairbrushes in a common lodging room in Spitalfields, 
one of London’s most notorious Victorian slums,” she explains, sipping her Americano. “Taken 
in 1902, just months after Queen Victoria died and Edward VII was coronated, the picture shows 
hardship, but also bravery and familial tenderness.” The final work is a human scale, black and white 

THE TELEGRAPH



recreation of the poorly furnished common lodging room featured in the photograph – imagine a 
theatre or film set – with a bed, fireplace, table, chairs, gas light fittings and a cupboard.

The detail of the recreation is astounding. A collection of porcelain trinkets scatters the mantelpiece, 
copper coins are painted graphite grey, horsehair on the table for the brushes is sepia-silver toned, and 
even the wallpaper is bleached out in sections to mirror the uneven exposure of the original picture.  
“I looked at the picture millions of times, and I always found new details, new object that I hadn’t 
noticed before,” she explains.

D’Arcimoles discovered the photograph in the Bishopsgate Institute archive, also in east London, 
in 2011. Since then, she’s spent time working on other projects while fundraising and meticulously 
collecting objects from car boot sales, antique stores and eBay. “I was drawn to the image for a 
number of reasons,” she says. “Having lived in east London since I moved to the city in 2005, I was 
naturally interested in the Spitalfields’ history. It has always been an area of immigration. At that time 
it was Italian and Irish, then in the Sixties Bangladeshi and Russian. People have always come here to 
make a new life, for a new beginning.”

More intriguingly, the image held secrets. “I know the year and the location that the photograph was 
taken in, but apart from that everything is a mystery. That’s why I called the project Forgotten Tale – I 
started inventing a story about the family. Where is the father? Perhaps he is absent, or perhaps he was 
killed in the Boer War, we’ll never know for certain.”
For Clarisse, recreating a Victorian photograph in the present gives it new meaning. “It reminds 
people how gloomy, bleak and hard life was in the East End. Yes the picture is a documentation of 
hardship, poverty and labour, but it also highlights their brave determination to survive and love. 
Despite the fact her children don’t have shoes, the mother’s working really hard to make it. Sadly, 
we’ll never know if she did make it in the end.”  

One of the more interesting aspects of the work is the absence of its subjects. Why did she leave the 
people out? “It makes you focus on the objects that tell their story,” she muses. “I want it to feel like 
they’ve just got up and left the room… it’s a memorial to their lives.”
Perhaps the real value of Forgotten Tale is its intrinsic connection to the present. By delving into this 
long forgotten family’s life, we’re reminded how little has changed over 100 years later. According 
toNew Policy Institute statistics, in 2016, almost half of the children that live in Tower Hamlets are in 
poverty (49 per cent), the highest in London.

The borough also has the lowest male life expectancy, the capital’s second highest unemployment rate 
and above average homelessness. By inviting viewers to step inside a time past within the frame of a 
black and white photograph, we’re shown how this forgotten tale is concerningly current.
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