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Along the banks of the Seine. From the book Paris Tango.

Carla Coulson’s European Odyssey

Carla Coulson left behind a successful business in Australia to pursue her dream of 
living in Europe and working as a photographer. Nine years and two very successful 

books later, she�s now in high demand. Interview by Alison Stieven-Taylor.

Paris Tango

successful photographer who also happens to have a 
“gorgeous” Italian lover, intrigues and inspires me.   

In January I track Carla down in Paris where 
she now lives with her Italian boyfriend. She kindly 
agrees to chat with me no doubt pleased to have a 
reason to stay indoors while the snow storm that is 
sweeping Europe blankets the City of Light, freezing 
fountains and turning this already magical city into a 
glistening wonderland.

We talk while she sits in her apartment in Le 
Marais, sipping coffee and I swelter in the heat wave 
that’s gripping Melbourne. Her voice is raspy with the 
cold, the interview peppered with throaty laughter 
and moments of self-deprecation. Carla comes across 
as down-to-earth, disarming and somewhat humble. 
I immediately warm to her, knowing instinctively her 
likeability is a large factor in her success.

Learning Curves
Even though Paris Tango is her most recent book, 
it seems logical to start with her arrival in Florence 

I 
have long held Italy close to my heart so when 
I discovered photographer Carla Coulson’s book 
Italian Joy I was at once consumed with delight 
and rattled by sheer envy. Of course, France runs 

a close second in my ‘favourite European destinations’ 
so you can imagine how I felt when I picked up a copy 
of her latest book, Paris Tango – sheer glorious torture.

Originally from Sydney, Carla moved to Italy nine 
years ago in search of happiness, leaving behind a 
successful promotional clothing business, a wardrobe 
full of designer dresses and a groovy Art Deco flat in 
trendy Darlinghurst. In a scenario that would be more 
believable in a romantic comedy, Carla persuaded her 
business partner she needed a year off, rented out 
her pad, packed her life into two suitcases – albeit 
two very large ones – and moved into a group house 
in Florence.   

As I read through her books the envy that initial-
ly blinded me makes way for admiration. Her journey 
from an ‘unhappy-single-don’t-know-what-to-do-with-
myself-but-know-I-don’t-want-this-life’ woman to a 

where her game plan seemed simple enough – first 
learn the language. But Carla says that, in itself, was 
easier said than done.  

“After a month I thought, well, I’ve learnt  
nothing I might as well stay on. Every month I kept 
saying I’ll stay another month. When it came time for 
me to go home, I realised I didn’t want to go back.

“The conclusion I came to in Florence was that, 
whatever I did for the rest of my life, it had to be 
something I actually liked. On that day, when I  
decided I couldn’t go back to Sydney, I spent the 
entire day asking myself what is it I actually like?  
The only thing I could come up with was I loved 
taking photographs. So I thought well, maybe I’ll 
become a photographer.” 

A volley of nervous laughter ensues as she 
acknowledges this proposition was as thin as the ice 
that now covers her window pane.

“So I sorted out my affairs in Australia, returned 
to Florence and immersed myself in a 12-month pho-
tography course. I have taken photos all my life, but 
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Rocco, the ferry man at Positano. 
From the book Italian Joy.

La Forcella, a district of narrow back 
streets in the southern Italian city of 
Naples. From the book Italian Joy.

Naples. From the book Italian Joy.

I wasn’t aware how much I loved photography until 
I started the course and developed my first pictures. 
That was the moment when I became really hooked.”

I interject, saying that it’s a pretty bold move to 
throw away everything you know and launch into the 
highly competitive field of commercial photography. 
Not to mention the whole other-side-of-the-world, 
new country, don’t-speak-the-language, thing.

She laughs again, the intonation suggesting it is 
something only a lunatic would do.  

“After 13 years of doing the same thing my work, 
and life, in Sydney was completely monotonous. I 
realised there were a lot of things I was unhappy 
about and I think that was the thing that gave me 
the courage. I thought if I don’t change, this is going 
to be it for the rest of my life”.

In Florence Carla moved into a group house. Popi 
the landlady quickly became her mentor. 

“She had a completely different view of life. She 
was all about doing what you love, finding passion in 
your work and in your life. In the house there were 
people every night eating, laughing, sharing stories 
and all of them were filled with a passion for what 
they were doing. Their joy for life really inspired me. 
It was infectious. I started to believe I could do this.”   

Positivity And Panic
Carla admits that on the road to realising her  
dream there have been moments of sheer panic  
as well as exultation.  

“At the beginning you just have that blind posi-
tivity and you think, yeah, this can work. I happily 
went off, did my course, but it wasn’t until I realised 
I had to really make money that I began to under-
stand how difficult it was going to be. There have 
been a lot of times along the way when I’ve thought, 
what have I got myself into, how am I going to make 
this work? I remember spending one day in a flood 
of tears, thinking, ‘Oh, my God, this is ridiculous. I’m 
not going to make it. I’ve left everything behind, you 
stupid idiot’.”

Most people would cave in at this point, but 
Carla’s determination rose to the fore. Once she over-
came the difficulty of learning photography with a 
professor that spoke his own ‘Ital-English’, she gained 
confidence and was soon out taking shots of life on 
the streets of Florence.

Carla worked hard on her craft, creating photo 
stories which she tried to sell to various magazines. 
On a return visit to Australia she finally got lucky 
with Marie Claire.  

“I had a great pitch. You know, Australian pho-
tographer living in Italy. They didn’t know I was just 
starting out. I showed them a story on Naples and 
they bought it. I gave the editor about 300 shots to 
choose from – I’d worked on that piece for months. 
In that issue they also ran another story of mine shot 
with a girlfriend who is a make-up artist and lives 
in this funky little apartment in Bondi. So I got 13 
pages in the very first magazine to publish my pho-
tos.  That gave me an enormous boost in confidence.”

But her euphoria was short lived and followed 
by a “huge void” which she filled taking more shots 
for her photographic stories, and working odd jobs in 
photo labs and at the college where she’d studied to 
make ends meet.  

 “Taking so many shots and creating stories is 
how I developed my style. I am really attracted to  
a photo that shows the interaction between the  
people in the photo, or between the photographer 
and the subject.”  

On her next trip to Australia Carla had 30 photo 
stories up her sleeve. The Qantas in-flight magazine 
bought the lot. And just as well because her savings 
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actors and almost perform for you, so it is easy to 
photograph emotions and movement and to get great 
shots on the street. There’s a chapter in Italian Joy 
on amore (love). I couldn’t believe how many couples 
were kissing in the street,” she says brightly. 

“In Paris it is different,” she comments, her voice 
perceptibly cooling. “When I first got here I had a 
really big problem taking photos on the street because 
it is a different vibe. The French are more reserved and 
they are very aware of what’s going on around them. 
That is one of the reasons why a lot of my photos 
in Paris Tango are at the Moulin Rouge or in fashion 
houses and hotels where I was given permission.”

She recalls a moment in Paris when she just 
couldn’t resist asking a beautiful couple if she could 
take their photo.  

“I walked past them three or four times before 
working up the courage to approach them. They just 
looked fantastic. They said no. That sort of stuff 
really affects me. I was totally embarrassed.”

The success of Italian Joy has led to photo com-
missions for books written by other Australians living 
abroad, including My French Life and My Amalfi Coast.

After years of shooting on film Carla is now 
reluctantly working with digital which she says makes 
the days much longer, but enabled her to shoot the 
Amalfi job in three weeks. 

“When you shoot on film you get to break at the 
end of the day and leave the processing to the lab. 
With digital you are up to all hours downloading  
and backing up. 

“I do a lot of fashion work and all of that is shot 
on film. But it is not so much about film, it is about 
the camera. I take the nicest photos, for me, on my 
Leica. The focus, the feel of the camera, the way the 
shutter works so softly,” she murmurs as if describing 
her lover. “There is no movement in the camera body 
so you can use it in really low light situations. It  
just gives me more flexibility to take the kind of pho-
tographs I want to take. I can’t do that on an auto-
matic, self-focusing digital. Maybe I should lock the 
Leica away for six months and only use my digital.” 

But it’s obvious this is not a commitment she’s 
prepared to make.

I rattle off her considerable achievements over 
the past eight years and ask if a pigeon happened  
to poop on her when she first arrived in Florence.  
She laughs conspiratorially. 

“I don’t want to sound like a superstitious 
Italian, but yes I have certainly had incredible luck 
and been in the right place at the right time.”

As the interview comes to an end, Carla is  
preparing to photograph the editor of French Vogue 
for an Australian commission. The prospect terrifies 
her. Despite her impressive portfolio of work she 
doesn’t see herself as successful, yet.  

“Ask me that in another 30 years,” she  
says earnestly.   

Alison Stieven-Taylor is an author and photographer 
based in Melbourne.  
To see more of her work visit www.realityillusion.com

had run dry. After this win, the commissions began 
to trickle in. A shoot in Milan for a Marie Claire story 
about a gruesome murder was, says Carla, “…a truly 
awful experience. I had to photograph the grieving 
families of these young people who had been  
murdered. It was impossible trying to shoot with tears 
streaming down my face”. Covering the Carnevale di 
Venezia (Venice Carnival) left her in a vastly better 
frame of mind. And she began to carve a niche in fash-
ion photography with the Italian publisher Collezioni.

People And Pictures
I ask Carla where the inspiration to create her first 
book Italian Joy came from. She laughs and tells 
me that four year’s worth of photos, most of them 
unpublished, gave her the impetus to explore the idea 
of putting a book together. 

“The Italians love to be photographed and I 
had taken literally hundreds of photos. They are like 

Left: Portrait for magazine article. All Carla�s fashion photography is shot on �lm with a Leica.

Above & Top left: Louise, Moulin Rouge, Paris.
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