Karl Taylor

INTERVIEW

Commercial photographer and
workshop guru Karl Taylor talks
about succeeding in photography

© Karl Taylor

It’s easy to assume that a photographer whose expertise is now
highly sought after as a workshop leader and presenter of DVD
training videos must have set out to become a photographer. But
that wasn’t exactly the case with Karl Taylor.
“I was studying art and design at school,” he recalls. “I left school
and took a job in a graphic-design position. I was made redundant
after a year, at 17 years old, so I took a job working in a camera shop.
That was my first introduction to photography.”
Despite the fact that Karl had only taken the job as a means to
an end, it was a job that would change his life. “I just switched my
interest from art to photography and from that moment onwards
I became hooked on it. I really liked the mixture of art and science that photography
offered, but I didn’t get interested in it at a professional level until my mid-20s,” he reveals.
“Originally, I wanted to go into photojournalism, and I knew I needed to get a couple of
bodies, several lenses and other bits and pieces. Eventually, I got the kit that I needed and
got started properly.”
Despite being known for his commercial and advertising work, photojournalism has
been his most longstanding passion. “I was always drawn to National Geographic. I was
very interested in the mix of the natural world and culture – and I always admired the work
of the photographers there. My dream really at that stage was to work as a photojournalist
doing that type of work.”
So, with the spirit of the great National Geographic photographers in mind, Karl headed
for the great open road. “I set out on a round-the-world trek for a couple of years to shoot
stock images and culture images and tried to get that work published. Eventually, from
the back of that, a couple of years later, I managed to carve a living working in south-east
Asia photographing the culture and people in Indonesia. I was only making as much as I
was spending, but I was enjoying the work, as photojournalism was what I was drawn to
originally in photography.”
But, once again, fate intervened and taking a job changed Karl’s life for a second time. “I
took a job in Australia working as an assistant in a commercial, advertising photography
studio. The technicalities of manipulating light and tweaking it to make something pretty 8

WINE SMASH

“High-speed flash with a duration of
1/10,000sec to freeze two wine glasses
colliding. This was shot as part of a live
demo at Focus On Imaging 2013. We used
the Broncolor Scorro pack to achieve the
ultra-fast flash”
Shot details: Hasselblad H4-50D with
150mm lens at f27,1/800sec, ISO 400
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When Photoshop either didn’t exist or it was in its
boring look amazing fascinated me. I’d spent time
early stages, you concentrated more on getting the
working in photojournalism and not making a lot of
result in-camera and overcoming any problems.
money, and I thought there was no way that I was
Photographers of my generation try to craft an image
going to be able to make a living from the level of
with light. I solve as much as can possibly be solved
photojournalism that I was doing. This was another
in-camera. I try to get to the very-best possible result
area of photography that I found very interesting,
before we consider Photoshop. Say, for example,
so I moved onto commercial and advertising
you’re shooting a bottle and you’ve got a very slight
photography as a career when I came back to
reflection in the product. We know now, with
Guernsey and started my studio in 1998.”
Karl was soon able to build up a strong client base. Photoshop, it’s a two-minute job to remove… back
in those days, you’d figure how to get rid of it, rather
“I started shooting commercial product photography
than planning to retouch it.”
with what I’d learnt from assisting in Australia and
Karl believes that it’s always vitally important for
it kind of just grew from there,” he remembers. “I
photographers to keep an eye on new technologies
started with a very small studio, shooting a lot of
and stay up to date with the things that may
local commercial stuff, whether it was for the ‘Visit
have an impact on the industry in years to come.
Guernsey’ tourism, hotel brochures, architectural
“Photographers starting now who’ve got experience
stuff. Specsavers were doing well, and they had
in CGI and 3D modelling will have an advantage in
their head office here – we still shoot a lot of their
the future, which is something that we’ve paid close
national and European advertising campaigns.
attention to. Fortunately, I’ve been involved in some
We’ve just got a good range of clients that we’ve
forms of computer modelling and 3D modelling, so
expanded over the years, and we’ve worked with
I understand it and am familiar with it – because I
various advertising agencies as well.”
do think that at some point in the future we’re going
During his time as a commercial and advertising
to see a larger volume of work in that direction – as
photographer, Karl has seen the working process
we already are in car photography. As soon as it
change greatly. “When I started in advertising
becomes cheaper to do something one way and get
photography, Photoshop wasn’t really a part of it.
the same result, obviously the clients are going to err
It was more about the trickery of what you could
towards that, so photographers that are learning the
do with the light. It was all about doing Polaroid
trade now should be learning also about video and
tests one after the other to perfect it – that’s the
CGI and 3D modelling if they plan to have a career in
way I learnt photography. You weren’t thinking
this [business] in ten years time.”
in a way of ‘oh, I’m going to do this in Photoshop’.

There’s no doubt that Karl has made a big
success of his studio, and he attributes the success
of Karl Taylor Photography today not only to his
photographic skill but also his business acumen. “To
be a photographer today – especially in the current
marketplace – although you obviously have to be
a good photographer, you also have to work very
hard on all aspects of the business, the marketing,
building relationships with clients, so it’s not just
about the techniques.”
For Karl, many aspiring photographers don’t
realise some of the fundamental realities of being
a photographer, which can cause them to struggle.
“What people neglect is that as a photographer you’re
usually just self-employed, with maybe just one
member of staff as an assistant,” he says. “I don’t
know whether it’s the word photography and the
buzz around that, but people seem to neglect the
fact that just like a carpenter or a plumber, you’re
still running a business. You’ve got to balance your
books, you’ve got to keep your eyes on the finances,
you’ve got to plan your advertising, you’ve got to
figure out how to reach your clients, you’ve got to
meet clients, you’ve got to network. There is so
much to it – purely because most photographers are
self-employed; they’re not a photographer working
for a photography firm.”
Karl’s advice is clear. “No matter how good you
are at photography, you’re not going to get anywhere
if you can’t manage your business. You’ve got to
look at every aspect of the business as a business; 8

“High-speed flash with a duration of
1/10,000sec to freeze the liquid paint
which was thrown over the model by
an assistant. It took about 10 attempts”
Shot details: Hasselblad H2D with
150mm lens at f8, ISO 100

PARIS AT DUSK

All images © Karl Taylor

“Shot from Montparnasse Tower”
Shot details: Canon EOS-1Ds
Mark III with a 16-35mm lens at
33mm and f9, 30sec, ISO100
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“Paris location shoot demonstrating mixing
location flash with ambient light. Elinchrom
ranger pack with two silver brollies”
Shot details: Canon EOS-1Ds Mark III with a
16-35mm lens at 31mm and f3.5, 1/200sec,
ISO 100
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8 sometimes you have to forget that you’re in this

SPLASHDOWN

“Shot in my studio, with three-light setup.
The model was jumping onto a crash mat,
we then removed the mat and positioned
her on a pillar to capture her shadow. I
then merged the images together”
Shot details: Hasselblad H2D with an
80mm lens
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arty, photography world… we’re not here to take
pictures that are just amazingly arty. We’re here to
take the pictures that the art director needs us to take
to solve a problem based on marketing decisions
or market research that’s been done that means
that this image in this layout with these words will
help sell that product. The picture we take is often
dictated by an art director or marketing executive
before we’ve taken it.”
But one of Karl’s biggest passions today, and
something that consumes much of his time, is his
ever-expanding range of training DVDs. “About five
years ago, we decided to run a couple of workshops
in photography as an extra revenue source because
we kept getting asked a lot about doing it – and
they went really well. I really enjoyed doing them,
I actually quite liked imparting my knowledge to
people and I loved talking about photography,” Karl
explains. “Then, we thought about how else could
we reach a wider audience, and that’s when we
decided upon a DVD and online format. We film
all over the world to create a really exciting visual
experience that’s both entertaining and educational.
Our ethos with it has always been to entertain people,
inform people and make sure that you get to the
point quickly and you don’t tell them how to do
it, you show them how to do it… getting people to
understand and learn how to use a camera in manual
mode… not how to use it in any of automatic modes
but to get you fully up to speed with aperture, shutter
speed and exposure so that we can then move you
forward from that point.” Another goal that Karl
has for his training DVDs is to make them as honest
and truthful as possible. “Even if we make a mistake,
we’ll include the part of the process that was the
mistake,” he says.
Karl’s training DVDs are broad and comprehensive,
covering a wide range of photographic subjects, an
eclecticism that he attributes to having started in
photojournalism before switching to something
completely different in the form of commercial
photography. “I don’t believe in having to stick to a
certain genre and be an expert in one particular field.
If you understand what makes a good image and you
understand about light, and you understand about
the discipline of creating an image, I think you can
apply it to any image,” he explains. “I enjoy shooting
different stuff. I love all forms of photography and all
aspects of photography and I just get really excited
when I’m talking about it and demonstrating it.
People love that enthusiasm and passion, it comes
across in our training and they then get more
excited about getting out there and giving it a try
themselves.”
Today, Karl Taylor Photography is busier than ever,
with plenty of shoots and training in store, including
a nine-day trip to Iceland later this year to film
another DVD, something that Karl never tires of. “It’s
almost a mechanism of release to explain what I’m
doing, while I’m doing it. It almost helps to me
DP
understand it better myself!”

WIN a
photography
workshop
The ‘4 for 3’ photography course
includes Karl Taylor’s Introduction
to Photography, Travel & Landscape
Photography, Advanced Digital
Photography Level 1 and the Advanced
Digital Photography Level 2.
It normally retails on Karl’s website for
£90 (exc. VAT) or $150.
The Advertising, Product & Still Life
Photography Secrets contains Karl’s
guide to all the pro-level techniques
he’s learnt throughout his career in the
industry. It normally retails on Karl’s
website for £295 (exc.VAT) or $489.
For more information on these
products, please visit www.
karltaylorphotography.com
To enter, all you have to do is answer
the following question correctly:
Karl Taylor mostly shoots:
a) Family portraits
b) Commerical and advertising
photography
c) Landscapes
Email your answer to team@
dphotographer.co.uk with a subject
line of EITHER ‘4 for 3 competition’
OR ‘Advertising, Product and Still Life
competition’ depending on which prize
you’d prefer to win before the closing
date of midnight GMT on Friday 26
July 2013.
A winner for each prize will be selected
at random and notified by Wednesday
31 July 2013.
TERMS AND CONDITIONS

THE PAINTING GAME

“High-speed flash with a duration of
approx 1/10,000sec to freeze the
liquid paint thrown on the model. The
incredible ‘sheets’ of paint were just
luck of the draw!”
Shot details: Hasselblad H2D with a
150mm lens at f9.8, 1/499sec, ISO 100

Entries will only be accepted as emails sent to
team@dphotographer.co.uk with the subject line of
either ‘4 for 3 competition’ or ‘Advertising, Product
and Still Life competition’ before the closing date of
midnight GMT on Friday 26 July 2013. Employees
of Imagine Publishing (including freelancers), or
Karl Taylor Photography, their relatives or any
agents or employees are not eligible to enter.
Imagine Publishing and its partners have the right
to substitute the prize for a similar one of equal
or higher value. The prize cannot be exchanged
for cash. The editor’s decision is final and no
correspondence will be entered into. From time to
time Imagine Publishing or its agents may send you
related material or special offers. If you do not want
to receive this, please state this clearly in your entry.
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