
The World 
Through the 

Eyes of a Child
Photography by Cig Harvey

An eye in the centre of the page looks out through an arrangement of stuffed 
birds. A slip of red on snowy ground; Cig Harvey’s daughter looks over her 
shoulder towards the camera, her face obscured by wind-messed hair and 

fast-blowing snowflakes. Thus begins You An Orchestra You A Bomb, Harvey’s 
latest book – a powerful series of photographs considering the everyday 

magic of the human world.

Goldfinch, 2015.  
© Cig Harvey
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HARVEY grew up in Devon, where her affinity for 
photography was first sparked by traditional printing. 
“I fell in love with the darkroom; going in with 
nothing but raw materials and coming out at the end 
of the day with prints – I just loved everything about 
it. I wanted to make pictures about things that needed 
to be changed. When I was 17, I travelled to the street 
mines in Bolivia and photographed the kids there, 
but then no-one would publish the story. It felt like an 
incredible weight, of not being able to fulfil what  
I thought was my end of the bargain.”

Struggling to find her place in photography, 
she continued to travel and the experiences of 
the next few years, written in two pages of dense 
autobiographical text, open Orchestra. “I AM 
TWENTY and living in a fifth-floor walk-up in 
the gothic quarter of Barcelona. I spray-paint the 
500-year-old beams and ceilings Rust-Oleum gold 
because I cannot see the stars. I AM TWENTY-
ONE and living in Bermuda because it’s the farthest 
place I can go on my dad’s air miles.” These tight 
sentences propel the reader at almost break-neck 
speed through Harvey’s life, almost up to ‘now’. It is 
unusual for a photographer to write, let alone to write 
well, but Harvey has a talent for using words in as 
poignant a way as images. 

“The way I use words and the way I use images 
are for different purposes, but together they bring 
more than the sum of their parts, maybe.” Her text 
vignettes give the impression of raw journal entries, 
quick reflections on moments of daily life, like 
meeting the school bus. “When I’m making pictures 
and I’m writing, there’s this rolling together of art 
and life that happens that I really love. I love being 
able to work in the middle of the night when I can’t 
sleep, or at the crack of dawn. I love that there’s no 
cut off time. I try to write in the mornings before the 
whole house is awake. I have a little egg-timer, and 
I try to do 20 minutes. Egg-timer, pen and paper.”

She hit her stride in her mid-20s, she says. “I came 
to Maine, and signed up for an MFA. I made work 
like crazy, and started to tell more autobiographical 

stories. The work just poured out of 
me, and that’s when I found my voice.” 
Her first book, You Look at Me Like an 
Emergency, was the result of 10 years 
of work made at that time, alongside 
teaching at a university in Boston. “I never 
set out to make that book, it sort of made 
itself. As the work unfolded, I realised that 
relationships were a central theme in all 
of my work. I think Emergency was about 
travelling and trying to find – not just 
relationships, but myself in the world. The 
idea of ‘Where do I need to be?’ and all the 
mistakes and mess-ups along the way.”

Harvey met her husband, stopped 
teaching full-time, and moved into their 
farmhouse in Maine. Her second book 
Gardening at Night is about this period  
of her life. “It’s about finding home, 
meeting Doug, settling into living in 
one area, and having Scout, and those 
relationships that developed.” The book 
speaks about the cycles of life, the seasons 
and growth – pointing out what the 
passing of time looks like for those of  
us who may not quite notice. 

[Left] Scout and  
The Blizzard (Pluto), 
2017. © Cig Harvey
[Above] Cake 
(Fifty-two days old), 
2017. © Cig Harvey
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Orchestra is also about paying attention to the 
everyday things, looking at what it means to be 
human in the world as it is now. “I think I became 
a better photographer after I had Scout because my 
life got more complicated. I started to feel that I knew 
beauty more, and I knew terror more. I think those 
two things make a powerful photograph; a push-pull 
makes for a stronger image. For me, the collision of 
the two extremes of beauty and terror is something 
that I’m really interested in. Orchestra is about my 
relationship with life itself.” 

A pivotal moment in Harvey’s life is central to 
the book – she was involved in a car accident, and 
afterward didn’t speak for six weeks. She was unhurt, 
but the realisation of what could have been – had her 
daughter been in the car – had a profound effect on 
her work. “I think my reaction to the accident, to the 
news, to Trump, to everything that’s going on right 
now in the States, was heightened because I have 
Scout. As I’m listening to the news, to ‘alternative 
facts’, I’m also listening to this little girl who sees  
the world in a really magical way. She has changed  
me and my work, absolutely. I think I’m much  
more aware of the present, I’m much more aware of 
my mortality.

“This book is not about the big celebrations or the 
traumas, it’s about the in-between where everything 
is ‘okay’. The title comes from a time when I was  
at a dinner with my girlfriends, my crew – we looked 
around the table and every one of us was going 

through something. At any point in our 
lives, something can happen to us. Your 
life can change in an instant with an 
abnormal pap smear, or someone driving 
into you, or news about your husband... 
How is everyone acting normal, laughing 
and joking and walking by, when time has 
changed for you in a moment? There’s 
this idea that many terrible things go 
into making a bomb, and many amazing 
things go into making an orchestra.”

The images in Orchestra have been 
made at a time where the world seems to 
be experiencing unprecedented global and 
societal changes. “I always have a camera 
with me as a witness, as evidence. More 
and more I’m using a small Sony camera 
that can fit into any bag, that I can wear 
around my neck. It’s really important 
to me because I’m not ‘going out to take 
pictures’, I’m just responding to the  
world. If I only made pictures when I was 
planning, or I knew what I wanted, then 
the world would get smaller.”

Harvey looks for the everyday miracles 
that are out there waiting to be noticed. 
“I’m only interested in what’s real. I’m 
interested in mundane and ordinary 
things. For me, that is the magic of the 
world. I’m not Photoshopping my work to 
put stars in the sky when they’re not there. 
I think that highlighting that the world is 
already magical and unknowable is a huge 
part of my work.”

Sometimes reality can chase away 
magic, and Cig Harvey reminds us to 
continue to look for it. “If we could  
look at the world through the eyes of 
a child, perhaps it would be different.”
Lottie Davies

You an Orchestra You a Bomb by Cig Harvey 
is available from Schilt Publishing for £40, 
schiltpublishing.com. Harvey is represented 
in the UK by Beetles & Huxley Gallery 
beetlesandhuxley.com. For more of Harvey’s 
work, visit cigharvey.com.

[Above] Sadie and The 
Moon, 2013.   
© Cig Harvey
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