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KIRSTY MITCHELL

‘Everything in this picture is real and was 
made by me’, begin the captions to 
Wonderland, Kirsty Mitchell’s 74-image 
magnum opus. Mitchell’s photographs—
each the result of months of planning, 
scouting and crafting—have found a 
sizeable and devoted online audience. Last 
year, she raised more than half a million 
dollars to self-publish her first book. She 
talks about the madness her work wrought. 

WRIT TEN BY NAOMI ARNOLD
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says Kirsty Mitchell, quite cheerfully really, 
considering she adds that her life is held 
together only by the nappy changes of her 
six-month-old son, Finch. “I am living an 
utterly surreal life.”

As 2015 drew to a close, a heavily-pregnant 
Mitchell was standing over the presses in a 
print factory in Italy, making sure the colours 
in each of her photographs were as vivid as 
what she saw in her mind. She’d been expect-
ing to print 1000 copies of Wonderland, but 
its Kickstarter campaign more than quadru-
pled its financial target—and the book’s print 
run. It is now Kickstarter’s most-funded pho-
tography project, ever.

For Mitchell, 40, it’s been hard to separate 
the book from her son the whole way through 
Wonderland’s design, proofing and release. 
Not only has she spent the last few months 
giving birth and learning how to be a mother, 
but dealing to an inbox clogged with thou-
sands of pleas—for interviews, appearances, 
prints, a second edition of Wonderland. Felled 
several times in the past few years by stress 
and exhaustion, she says at times she’s barely 
coping with the demands of success. 

“The Kickstarter nearly killed myself and 

my husband,” she says. “It was wildly suc-
cessful, but it was by far the hardest thing I 
have done in my life. It was stress levels beyond 
anything I can explain. I was worried we 
wouldn’t make our target, which was so much 
higher than any other photo book because 
we had the best of the best, and our costs were 
astronomical. So when it went to 4000 copies 
and worldwide freight, it was like, ‘Shit’.”

Many photographers think that great pic-
tures are all that is required, she says, but as 
she discovered first-hand, photography is only 
half the job. She had to become an expert in 
book fulfilment, freight, export regulations 
and packaging. “It’s not something most people 
could get through without huge support,” she 
says. “It was exhilarating, but for the first 
couple of months after the Kickstarter ended, 
my advice would have been ‘Just don’t do it’, 
unless you are fully prepared to work your-
self into the ground.”

MITCHELL STARTED OUT in fashion design—
internships at Alexander McQueen and 
Hussein Chalayan, then a decade at womens-
wear brand Karen Millen, specialising in 

“ I  A M  A 

B R O K E N 

W O M A N , ”

Mitchell created the costume for ‘The Ghost Swift’, right, from a collection of old books and 19th-century 
illustrations of moths and butterflies, and photographed model Daria Shipovskikh embedded in the 
hollow of a tree stump. On the previous spread, ‘She’ll Wait for You in the Shadows of Summer’ portrays 
recurring Wonderland character Gaia. It’s a picture of a“hollow self”, wrote Mitchell in her diary: “I 
suppose this photograph is the realisation of waiting for something you know will never happen. This was 
about trying to face a goodbye.” Visit Mitchell’s website to watch short videos documenting the creation 
of props and costumes, and a behind-the-scenes look at the shoot day of both photographs.
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textiles and embellishment. In her early 30s, 
she picked up a camera, and her after-hours 
passion soon became her only source of solace 
when her mother, Maureen, was diagnosed 
with terminal cancer. Through photography, 
Mitchell could create worlds that made hos-
pital wards a distant memory. 

Maureen was an English teacher and an 
avid lover of stories, and used to read to 
Mitchell every night as a child—up to an age 
she is too embarrassed to admit. When 
Maureen died in November 2008, Mitchell 
plunged into a deep well of grief. Her pain 
drove her to create a memorial, incorporat-
ing the stories and characters she and her 
mother had loved, and using her training in 
fashion design, costume-making and art 
history. She developed characters, clothed 
them and gave them stories, and photographed 

them in woodland settings around her Surrey 
home. Everything in the images is hers—gar-
ments, headpieces, body paint and props that 
are a fusion of art, fantasy, costume, and the 
human body, with elements pulled from the 
picture books her mother read to her. Each 
photograph, like a mini film set, took an age 
to create; in some cases she spent half a year 
waiting for the right flowers to bloom.

It took five years—2009 until 2014—for the 
series to reach its natural conclusion. 
Immediately it won two international awards 

captured in-camera, with friends throwing 
snow, drifting smoke, directing light. She had 
enormous, intricate props laser-cut, a boat 
constructed, and made corsets, crinolines, 
gowns, immense wigs and headdresses. 

Many have thought such incredible detail 
and care must be Photoshopped. “They couldn’t 
comprehend it was real, but the joke is that I 
wouldn’t even know how to make it in 
Photoshop. I’m not hugely technical. I don’t 
manipulate the heights or models or change 
eye or hair colours. I polish and retouch, clean-
ing up skin, hair, creases—basically making 
it gorgeous, because my gallery images are 
two metres high, so they have to look stun-
ning. I work very closely and zoom in one 
centimetre at a time, making sure everything 
is flawless.”

But perfection takes time and space, and 

Mitchell had to address that early on in order 
to create the work she wanted. One day in 
2010, she had a chance meeting with a curator, 
a three-hour chat that she describes as “a 
wake-up call”. He thought her work had 
promise, but questioned if it was her best. She 
could only answer no. 

“As a photographer, you feel like you are 
running a race sideways,” she says. “Your 
social media is awash in people banging out 
images; you have to keep making the images 
to keep upping yourself. But I found it hard, 
because my work was slow.” 

The curator told her to focus, and asked 
what she would be capable of if she pushed 
herself to her limit, making fewer pieces but 
investing time and energy into a singular 
vision. For Mitchell, this meant stepping back 
from social media and not releasing work 

“THE JOKE IS THAT I WOULDN’T EVEN KNOW HOW TO MAKE IT IN 
PHOTOSHOP. I’M NOT HUGELY TECHNICAL. I DON’T MANIPULATE 
THE HEIGHTS OR MODELS OR CHANGE EYE OR HAIR COLOURS.”

The intricate costumes and 
props created by Mitchell, 
pictured far left, are based on 
various historical and cultural 
influences. The series’ final 
images, below, were inspired 
by British artist Errol Le Cain’s 
illustrations of fairy tales in the 
1970s. Mitchell designed and 
made a coat and wig which she 
covered in silk flowers, then 
wove in real hollyhocks and ivy 
on the day of the shoot. She 
recently announced the 
publication of a second edition 
of her monograph, 
Wonderland, and she sells 
limited-edition prints of the 
series from her website, 
starting at £1200. The image 
of recurring character 
Gammelyn’s Daughter, left, 
was inspired by Mitchell 
discovering a valley of heather 
in bloom; she had just days to 
plan and execute the shoot 
before the flowers lost their 
colour.

and accolades from the world’s press. 
The next step was a book. Mitchell had 

been approached by publishers, but she wanted 
to oversee every facet of Wonderland’s pro-
duction. Doing it all herself was vital to the 
fantasy world she had constructed in her mind 
and obsessively brought to life through her 
hands and camera. 

Mitchell’s six-year online diary, extracted 
in the book, makes for incredible reading, a 
story of single-minded effort and exacting 
attention to detail. Everything is real, 



-- 66 -- -- 67 --

KIRSTY MITCHELL

Five months’ work went into 
‘The Queen’s Armada’ and 
three accompanying 
photographs featuring the 
character of the White 
Queen. Her costume, based 
on paintings of Elizabeth I, 
is made from 240 
hand-painted wooden fans. 
To create the galleons, 
Mitchell found a steel 
factory that could cut them 
to her illustrations: the 
project’s first considerable 
expense. On the day of the 
shoot, a concealed platform 
within a pond in the woods 
allowed Mitchell to realise 
her dream of the White 
Queen walking on water.
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online until everything was complete.
“It was a real Yoda moment,” she says. “He 

was like, ‘Step away from the madness’. 
Because the people who are making you feel 
you have to do this are not the people who 
are going to buy the work. 

“It’s like being a tribute singer. No one’s 
interested. You have to do something that 
comes from inside of you. We have to remem-
ber that, and stop this X-Factor society. The 
people going to a gallery aren’t interested in 
your competition. They want something that’s 
from you.

“I struggled with that. There is satisfac-
tion in completing an image and releasing it 
and having the encouragement to keep going. 
To remove all of that was really hard.

“I was away for 10 months. I remember 
working in my kitchen, looking at my cat, 
thinking, ‘Is anyone going to care? Are people 
going to forget about Wonderland?’ But it was 
the game-changer for me.”

Mitchell emerged from her self-imposed 
seclusion with the White Queen Trilogy, three 
images which took five months of craft. They’re 
some of the most frequently reproduced pho-
tographs of the series. “It was the best thing 
I ever did,” she says.

MITCHELL’S WORK, ENCHANTING and intri-
cate, strikes a deep chord, and not just among 
fans of art and photography. They are moved 
by her story, too. 

“Whenever I’ve done talks or gone to shows 
it’s been outstanding, the different genera-
tions of people there,” she says. “I had an 
80-year-old woman shuffling around at my 
London gallery show, and I assumed she’d 
come in off the street. But she was like, ‘Oh 
no, I’ve been following the series for three 
years’. It’s mothers buying it for daughters, 
mothers for their mothers, and those who’ve 
had lives affected by cancer.” 

When Mitchell offered the book on 
Kickstarter, buyers could have a name printed 
in the back. Many chose to print the name of 
a lost mother, child, or best friend. 

“That was a huge surprise to me, and 
became a very moving and personal thing,” 
says Mitchell. “Suddenly it became a memo-
rial. It gives me goosebumps now to realise 
how treasured it is for some people.”

Mitchell’s popularity can also be traced to 

the authenticity of her work. Almost all of 
Wonderland’s 74 images have an accompany-
ing entry in Mitchell’s online diary detailing 
the months of preparation and creation that 
went into them, from dress-making to prop-
building to location scouting.

Her diary documents the long nights spent 
spray-painting or sewing, the images, how 
she felt about them, how utterly wrecked it 
all made her, and what the works meant to 
her. That was despite all the warnings she 
received about being too open.  

“People would say, ‘Don’t write about your-
self. Put your professional face on’. But this 
was so beyond a job. This was just my gut, my 
life. Pouring my heart out and writing was as 
cathartic as taking a photograph. It was some-
thing that came out of nowhere that I had to 
do, and a lot of people could relate to what I 
was going through.

“They know that the image lived and 
breathed and wasn’t put together in a com-
puter. In an age where a lot of this work is 
CGI, people love the idea that this stuff’s real 
and it was a bunch of people doing it for 
nothing. It was me making it in my kitchen. 
It was honest and emotional, and these are 
the points that people have taken hold of, and 
that’s definitely why a lot of people bought 
the book.”

Now, with Finch born at the same time as 
her book was published—becoming a mother 
herself just as she released her tribute into 
the world—she says her life has come full 
circle.

If only it would slow down. Mitchell has 
just a n nounced a second edit ion of 
Wonderland—and things are, again, complete 

madness, though now with a baby in tow. 
With so much pain the first time around, why 
go through it again? After her Kickstarter 
video was shared by popular arts website My 
Modern Met, it picked up a second wind: three 
million new views, a Facebook page that 
racked up 50,000 extra likes in a week, and 
tonnes of book stock to shift around the world. 

“Suddenly we were flooded with thousands 
of people going crazy, begging for the book, 
but it had sold out,” she says. “We were rabbits 
in the headlights, the Kickstarter was done, 
I had given birth to my son, we were just 
beginning to calm down and hand it over a 
publisher who wanted to publish it globally—
but we realised there was a market to do a 
second edition. We looked into it, went over 
figures and spoke to our designer, and we 
decided we would be absolutely mad not to 
do it.” 

This means Mitchell can refine the book 
and tweak things that bothered her the first 
time around. She turned down the publish-
ers, and has a press deadline in Italy this 
August—but this time, it’s familiar territory. 
“I’m so excited to have the breathing space 
to really enjoy making the book this time,” 
she says. “I’ve designed a new cover and it’s 
looking gorgeous, I know the adrenaline will 
get pumping and I’ll love it in Italy.”

It’s like childbirth, in fact—a few months 
distant, and repeating the experience doesn’t 
seem so bad. For Mitchell and her young 
family, it’s another chapter of their chaotic 
adventure in Wonderland. 

 kirstymitchellphotography.com 

“PEOPLE WOULD SAY, ‘DON’T WRITE ABOUT YOURSELF. PUT 
YOUR PROFESSIONAL FACE ON’. BUT THIS WAS SO BEYOND 
A JOB. THIS WAS JUST MY GUT, MY LIFE. POURING MY 
HEART OUT AND WRITING WAS AS CATHARTIC AS TAKING A 
PHOTOGRAPH. IT WAS SOMETHING THAT CAME OUT OF 
NOWHERE THAT I HAD TO DO, AND A LOT OF PEOPLE COULD 
RELATE TO WHAT I WAS GOING THROUGH.”

Thousands of silk flowers 
painted black, blue and white 
form the costume for 
Gammelyn, portrayed by 
model Tim Andrews. After a 
diagnosis of Parkinson’s 
disease forced Andrews’ 
early retirement from law, he 
devoted himself to being a 
volunteer model for art 
projects. Mitchell 
incorporated him, and his 
story, into Wonderland.


