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Bringing Dreams to Life: Kirsty Mitchell’s Wonderland 

 

When I first glimpsed Kirsty Mitchell’s Wonderland collection, I was struck by their 

vivid colors and magical quality. Her evocative photographs invite you to step into a fairytale 

world filled with characters, both dark and light, that are bound to nature in unexpected ways. 

But, just like the stories they represent, the photographs in this collection are much more than 

they appear. They are more than mere snapshots of beautiful models in the English countryside. 

Kirsty’s photos are the culmination of her journey from darkness to light following the tragic 

death of her mother. 

Born and raised in the Kent countryside, Kirsty’s earliest memories are of the stories that 

her mother, Maureen, read to her as a child. She attributes her imagination and belief in beauty to 

her mother’s storytelling. Kirsty’s memories of these special moments have resonated with her 

throughout her life and later became the muse for her greatest collection of photographs to date. 

Kirsty’s use of richly detailed imagery in Wonderland brings the stories of her childhood to life 

and leaves a visual legacy of their beauty for future generations.    

Passionate about art her entire life, Kirsty studied art history, photography and fine art 

and was trained in costuming and fashion design. During the ten years she worked as a fashion 

designer, photography was a hobby, but all this changed when Kirsty became ill in 2007. She 

started pursuing photography more seriously and found that it awakened something inside her. 

Kirsty explains her newfound appreciation of photography as follows: 

I had never truly ‘looked’ until it was through a lens….life was different, more beautiful, 

more sad and extreme in every sense of the word. People mattered, how they sat, how 

they slept, how they looked when they thought no one else cared. I fell in love with the 

faces of strangers and photography gave me a new purpose…

Then, when Kirsty’s mother was diagnosed with a brain tumor in March of 2008 and died 

eight months later, photography became an escape - and a way to deal with the grief. She found 

herself producing images that echoed the memories of the stories her mother read to her as a  

child. Kirsty’s goal was to create a visual storybook that she describes as “a fairytale world filled 
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with strange unexplained characters set in magical landscapes” and Wonderland was born.  

The scenes for Wonderland were inspired by Kirsty’s dreams and her mother’s stories. 

This tribute to her mother would become Kirsty’s obsession for three years. She describes the 

experience thusly: 

I started to create images in which everything was made or designed by myself, with the 

occasional help of a few friends. The costumes, the props, sets and accessories all 

became a vital part of the process that I recorded in the finished product of a 

photograph. I was driven by the need to produce tangible pieces of my dreams and make 

it possible to step into the scenes for real. 

As the Wonderland project evolved, Kirsty started pushing herself more as an artist, 

sometimes taking up to five months to create some of the characters. Her health suffered off and 

on during the three-year project, but her dedication to its completion prevailed. She realized that 

she couldn’t continue to work part time on the series while working full time as a fashion 

designer, so she quit her job and committed herself completely to the Wonderland project. It was 

a leap of faith for Kirsty, but one that I’m sure all of her fans will agree was the right decision.  

Wonderland is notable for its strong colors, contrast and unique subject matter. Color is 

extremely important to Kirsty, who feels it conveys the Wonderland-like quality of the world we 

all live in. The vivid purples, blues and pinks represent magical elements and nature’s canvas, 

while the stark whites and black and white photos evoke a more serious and sometimes a little 

ominous feel, as in the White Queen photo. In one tragic scene, Kirsty effectively uses dark red 

fabric to simulate blood. 

Contrast comes not only from the shades of the colors used within the scenes, but the 

subject matter in the scenes themselves, which have a bit of an anomaly quality due to the 

vibrant characters placed in natural settings. Kirsty also works with scale, sometimes making 

larger-than-life props for her shoots and putting her models on top of ladders or stilts. 

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Kirsty’s photographs is their subject matter. 

Each scene tells a compelling story and is filled with a myriad of details that draw the eye. Each 

character is brought to life through the careful selection, creation and use of location, placement, 

clothing, hair, makeup and props.  

All Kirsty’s pictures are shot in real locations. The fields of beautiful flowers, unusual  
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trees and snowy scenes are all places that really exist. She doesn’t invent fantasy landscapes in 

Photoshop. Instead, she tries to find locations with colorful, natural phenomena and enhance 

them with costumes, makeup and props. She was inspired by the photographer Tim Walker, 

whose work gave her the idea to create entire sets for each picture. 

I find Kirsty’s work engaging, her pictures stunning. I am impressed by her creativity and 

resourcefulness, as well as her convictions. It is one thing to take a good picture. It is quite 

another to design and create detailed scenes and costumes from scratch. Kirsty’s work leaves 

little doubt of her diverse talent. 

Kirsty feels that one of her biggest challenges is to introduce her characters into the 

location in a believable way, so they blend with nature (as opposed to just being placed there). 

Kirsty explains, “Over time I developed a deep bond and respect for the locations in which I 

worked, and hoped that through my pictures I could remind others of their forgotten magic and 

beauty.” Indeed, the introduction of colorful subjects into natural locations can be a tricky 

proposition for any photographer, but Kirsty just seems to have an instinct for what works. She 

lets that instinct guide her and, so far, it has produced amazing results. 

Kirsty indicates that the weather in the UK can also be a big challenge and, while she is 

often at the mercy of the landscape, she has never cancelled a shoot. Surprisingly, the 

unpredictable weather has produced some of her best work. Having stood outside in the pouring 

rain during the Panorama assignment, I’ve had a taste of how weather can affect a shoot. Even if 

Kirsty cannot control the weather, she leaves little else to chance, planning the shoot down the 

smallest detail. She also wisely prepares for the unexpected and improvises as needed. Any 

photographer working outside would be wise to adopt similar habits. 

When describing people’s first reactions to the Wonderland series, Kirsty says: 

I defy anyone to not to love the colours and fall into the worlds created across each page 

– for me, I can remember every last exhausted moment, every nerve ending, everything 

that went wrong, but also every moment of unexpected joy and surprise. I could almost 

taste the rain, feel the wind and the warmth of those unexpected moments of sun that 

appeared as if by magic when I thought all was lost. It has been such an extraordinary 

journey… 

Kirsty uses a basic photographer’s kit. She never uses lighting apart from one picture in  
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the Wonderland series. She relies on natural light and reflectors. Her camera is a Canon 5D Mark 

II and she only uses three fixed lenses (85 mm for portraits, 50mm for full body shots & 28mm 

for full-landscape shots). She always brings a step-ladder to her shoots and it has proved 

invaluable. She spends most of her money on set and costume production and feels that investing 

in yourself, developing your “eye”, is more important than having expensive photography 

equipment. I wholeheartedly agree. 

She prefers digital to film photography, but has trained in both. Kirsty tries hard to keep 

her pictures “real” by not faking locations or creating tricks in Photoshop to change scale or 

colors. She’s not a purist, and does retouch her images in Photoshop, but she seems to prefer 

bringing her scenes to life as naturally as possible. In fact, Kirsty started keeping a written 

account of each picture and took behind-the-scenes photographs of the shoots, as well as the 

costumes and props as they were made, so that people could understand the amount of work 

involved. After reading through many of her posts, I feel as if I know Kirsty and I greatly respect 

her desire to produce a good photograph first, with a minimal of digital editing.  

Kirsty knows that there is no substitute for a good photograph. For her, the art of taking a 

good picture comes first and everything she does, from idea conception to the shoot, reflects this 

purity of focus. I have to agree. A technically sound photograph has the potential to become 

great, whereas a Photoshop-enhanced mediocre photo will never be.   

 It is obvious from Kirsty’s written account of Wonderland that the experience contributed 

greatly to her growth as a photographer. She sums up how the experience changed her in the 

following entry: 

Since embarking on this path, I have walked on snow covered in flowers, stood in lakes at 

sunset, painted trees, set fire to chairs, made smoking umbrellas, and giant wigs from 

stolen flowers. I have laughed, been overwhelmed, and left in awe of all the things I had 

previously passed unnoticed until now… 

 Her newfound philosophy is something we could all aspire to, not only in the art of 

photography, but life. It is my sincere hope that, like Kirsty, ‘seeing life through the lens’ will 

help me notice the beauty and joy just waiting to be captured and enjoyed for years to come. 

 

 



Kirsty Mitchell’s official website: http://www.kirstymitchellphotography.com/galleries.php  
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