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Gurcharan 
Roopra
More wildlife photographers than 
ever are jostling for position on 
Africa’s safari game drives, and 
Kenya’s Gurcharan Roopra is 
one of the newer faces gaining 
attention. Keith Wilson finds 
out what makes his photography 
stand out and succeed in a very 
competitive area… 

Gurcharan 
Roopra 
Profile

�

● �Born and raised in Nairobi, Kenya, 
Gurcharan Roopra lived for 10 years in 
the UK after being awarded a degree 
in automotive engineering. 

● �Since his return to Kenya in 2012, he 
has established himself as one of 
Instagram’s most widely followed 
photographers of African wildlife. 

● �It was the publication of his image of a 
white rhino in the book Remembering 
Rhinos that brought Gurcharan’s 
photography to the attention of 
international publications and  
online platforms.

● �Since 2018, he has been a regular 
workshop leader and speaker for Nikon 
Middle East in Dubai, Qatar and Oman. 

www.gurcharanroopra.com
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SELLING PRINTS 
�

GURCHARAN BELIEVES THAT WELL COMPOSED, WIDE-ANGLE  
STUDIES OF WILDLIFE IN THE LANDSCAPE ARE MORE 
POPULAR FOR THIS MARKET OF PRINT BUYERS… 
�

If a single image is to stand alone and earn its place on someone’s �
wall, is composition more important than any other criteria?
Absolutely. For their living rooms, a lot of people like this big landscape with a 
subject in the middle, compared to a closely cropped Instagram-type lion! If 
you want something on your wall you want something that tells a story. 

Do you get much demand for your prints?
For a guy who had never looked at it before, last year I sold $10,000 worth of 
prints. This year has been a failure because of COVID. It has started to pick up, 
but it’s never been the key part of my work; I’m not there for the money shot, 
I’m there for the passion shot. 

GURCHARAN ROOPRA

et’s face it, if you 
had grand 

plans and 
hopes at the 
start of 
2020, they 
were kicked 

into the long 
grass by the 

end of March 
because of the 

coronavirus 
pandemic. As a personal 

example, I was supposed to travel to 
Kenya in late August to meet 
Gurcharan Roopra and other 
photographers as we covered the 
great migration for a week in the 
Maasai Mara. This would have been 
our first meeting since the launch in 
London of the book Remembering 
Rhinos, in 2017. Back then, 
Gurcharan’s photograph of a 
southern white rhino, silhouetted on 
a misty plain beneath the sun’s white 
orb, was one of ten competition 
winners for inclusion in this fund-
raising book published for the Born 
Free Foundation. 

When we finally do see each other 
again, face-to-face, it is courtesy of 
Skype linking London to Nairobi. 
Today, Gurcharan is no longer the 
relatively unknown wildlife 
photographer he was back in 2017. 
Since then, the Kenyan-born 
businessman has enjoyed a rapidly 
growing following on Instagram, 
with workshops and speaking 
engagements in Africa and the 
Middle East, a burgeoning print sales 
business and even plans for his first 
book. But COVID-19 hit his 
ascendency, and our meeting by the 
Mara River, like a global pause 
button. Of course, none of this 
mattered to the wildebeest and 

zebra who proceeded to stage some 
of the largest herd crossings ever 
seen. Sod’s law. Unsurprisingly, it is 
the first thing we talk about when 
starting this interview… 

Some of the Maasai guides posted 
videos of the wildebeest migration 
on Facebook, saying the crossings 
this year have been among the 
biggest ever. 
It has been, it’s been phenomenal 
this year! We were expecting it to be 
quieter for tourists because of 
COVID, but there were a lot more 
Kenyans who went this year instead. 
I’d even prepared a chopper to do 
aerial photography, but it’s okay, 
we’ve got it all set up again for next 
year. If it happens, it will be beautiful. 

How did your love of wildlife begin?
Being born in Kenya, you tend to take 
the wildlife for granted and don’t 
really respect it the way a foreigner 
would respect it. So, I did come into 
the national park (Nairobi National 
Park) and go to the Maasai Mara, not 
for seeing wildlife, but because it’s 
raining and it’s going to be muddy 
and we’ll be off-roading with 4x4 
vehicles! That’s what I liked doing 
back then, so it was more about 
enjoyment and having fun. 

Then, after graduating from 
university in the UK in 2000, I came 
back to Kenya, but in 2002, I moved 
back to the UK because we had an 
older president and during his time 
the economy had really struggled. 
There was also no work.

L

Above: Giraffes are 
Gurcharan’s recent 
focus of attention, 
and group studies 
in the context of 
their surroundings 
are a hallmark of 
his style.

Camera: Nikon D5

Lens: 200-400mm f/4

Exposure: 1/200 sec, 
f/11, ISO400

 Left: Portrait of a 
giraffe mother and 
her calf, taken in 
June 2020 using 
the new D6.

Camera: Nikon D6

Lens: 400mm f/2.8

Exposure: 1/400 sec, 
f/9, ISO1000

That’s what I liked 
doing back then, so 
it was more about 
enjoyment and 
having fun

Previous page: An 
ultra-wide-angle 
close-up not only 
reveals the hairs 
on the elephant’s 
trunk, but also the 
open landscape 
and another 
member of the 
herd following.

Camera: Nikon D750

Lens: 20mm f/1.8

Exposure: 1/500 sec, 
f/8, ISO200
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subject. Simply, when you’re trying 
to both drive and photograph there’s 
too much on your hands. 

Especially when the animals are on 
the move and you’re trying to get 
ahead of them…
Exactly. You’re trying to anticipate 
where the animal will move, and you 
drive round, you get in front, you get 
ready for the shots; whereas when 
you have a driver, you say to him, 
‘okay, I’ve got two shots, let’s move 
to the next location’. It’s much easier.

Is there a particular species that 
you like to focus on? 
You could say so. Initially, like every 
other photographer, lions were the 
biggest thing, but these days I go to a 
lion sighting and I’m yawning and I’m 

What was your degree?
Automotive engineering. I’ve got zero 
knowledge about arts. Everything is 
engineering, to be honest. While 
I was in the UK, I decided, like every 
gadget-minded person, to buy 
something fancy and that turned out 
to be the cheapest possible Nikon 
SLR. The first two years the camera 
was left in the cupboard and then my 
little one was born and the camera 
came back out and it was charged 
the whole time, so anything he did 
we captured it. 

Which camera was that? 
It was the D50, the cheapest digital 
camera I could find, but I was 
pleased with what I had at that time. 
After 10 years in the UK, I moved 
back to Kenya in 2012 and I decided 
to buy some lenses because that’s 
the place for wildlife. Two years after 
that, I bought a Land Rover Defender, 
which made me go onto the park by 
myself and focus on what I enjoyed. 
It put the focus on my work, that’s 
where the biggest change has come. 

The Defender must have given you 
much greater accessibility?
Exactly. And in the muddy wet days 
where everyone is afraid to go into 
the park, I’m thinking, ‘Ah, this is 
going to be fun today!’ Now, I feel it’s 
got to the point where I’m finding 
driving and photographing at the 
same time is becoming a hindrance, 
so I’m thinking about how I’m going 
to take the next step. 

What step would that be?
In the Mara, you’re with a guide and 
you tell the guide, ‘look, I want the 
vehicle on the left side of the lion 
because that’s where the light is’, and 
while he’s doing that you’re able to 
prepare your camera to take the 
shots. But when you’re doing the 
driving and trying to get to the right 
side, by the time you get there, you’re 
always in a rush, you’re focusing 
quickly, you’re trying to pre-empt the 

thinking, ‘no, I need to move on and 
find something different’. Zebras 
were pretty fancy and I loved 
photographing zebras, but now I’m 
moving onto giraffes and I’m really 
enjoying giraffes at the moment. 

They’re not easy, because 
of their height!
Yeah, agreed. Before, I only had a 
200-400mm lens and I was focusing 
on everything using that lens, but 
having taken a step back, I decided 
one day to go out and try my 
24-70mm. Using that with the 
giraffes and the dramatic skies and 
the landscape, or where the giraffe 
is on the horizon without the 
background cutting into him; that 
sort of stuff is really what gets me 
going these days. 

The photos I got from 
that trip completely 
sold me on helicopters, 
so the drone’s now 
somewhere in a box

Black and white seems to be a 
favourite of yours too, am I right? 
You won’t believe I hated it when I 
started! I honestly did, but I think the 
reason was because I didn’t 
understand how to edit black and 
white. I never knew you could go into 
black and white and use the black 
and white filters on each individual 
colour, and once I learnt that, my 
focus turned to black and white. If it 
doesn’t work in black and white, then 
fine, we can post it in colour. 
Otherwise, it has to be black and 
white, first and foremost. 

That’s interesting because most 
photographers try colour first and 
then look to see if an image works 
better in black and white. You’re 
doing the opposite! 
The only place I feel I struggle with in 
black and white is aerial photography 
because the canvas is so flat, you 
really need the colours to give it 
some punch. Maybe when I’m 
focusing on shadows, that’s when 
black and white really works, even on 
aerial photos. Aerial is the one place 

where I’m focusing in colour, but 
everything else is black and white 
first. If it doesn’t work then we try 
colour, if that doesn’t work, scrap! 

Is all your aerial photography from 
a helicopter, or do you try using 
drones as well?
I started with a drone, but our 
commercial and civil aviation 
authorities have too many 
constraints on drones in Kenya. It 
costs between $2000 and $3000 
every year to renew your drone 
licence. I’ve been interested in 
helicopters since I was a kid, and for 
my 40th birthday I bought myself a 
helicopter package around Kenya. It 
was a tour: we departed from Nairobi 
and went to the Mara; we spent two 
nights in Mara, then stopped at Lake 
Magadi to photograph the 
flamingoes. Then we flew across to 
Amboseli and I spent a night in 
Amboseli and then came back to 
Nairobi. So, I did a three-night, 
four-day helicopter tour of Kenya. 
The photos I got from that trip 
completely sold me on helicopters, 

so the drone’s now somewhere 
in a box. I don’t know where! 

What is your preferred camera and 
lens setup when you’re shooting 
from a helicopter?
From the helicopter, a 70-200mm, 
a 24-70mm and an extra wide-angle. 
Those are the three lenses. I tried it 
with my 400mm, but the trouble is 
that with the doors off there’s so 
much draught from the blades that 
as soon as you poke the camera out 
of the door, it just gets blown down 
and you’re now fighting the lens, 
rather than trying to get photos. The 
helicopter is moving so fast, trying to 
get a 400mm on a subject and hold it 
on the subject is virtually impossible. 

I can imagine. 
Unfortunately, until you start trying 
to do something really creative, with 
helicopters you’ve got to maintain 
really high shutter speeds because 
of the vibrations. 

For the remote photography, what 
is your preferred wide-angle?

Above left: This 
magical moment 
of an elephant 
seemingly being 
bathed in a rainbow 
after a storm was 
captured on the 
last day of the year 
in 2018.

Camera: Nikon D5

Lens: 200-400mm f/4

Exposure: 1/1250 
sec, f/6.3, ISO200

 

Above right: An 
aerial view of the 
saline Lake Magadi, 
taken from a 
helicopter, reveals 
a swirl of natural 
colours produced 
by the dense 
sodium carbonate 
brine that covers 
much of the lake’s 
surface. 

Camera: Nikon D5

Lens: 24-70mm f/2.8

Exposure: 1/600 sec, 
f/4.5, ISO640

Above: This image 
of a southern white 
rhino taken in 
Kenya in February 
2017 was published 
in the book 
Remembering 
Rhinos and 
exhibited in London 
the same year.

Camera: Nikon D5

Lens: 200-400mm f/4

Exposure: 1/320 sec, 
f/9, ISO100

 

GURCHARAN ROOPRA



www.digitalcameraworld.com �     73  72   � www.digitalcameraworld.com

OUT OF AFRICA?
�

Although his photography 
is mostly focused on the 
wildlife of East Africa, 
Gurcharan is beginning 
to look further afield… 

Do you have ambitions 
to take your camera to 
various other parts of 
the world, to photograph 
other species? 
To be honest with you, I am 
so content with trying to 
push the photographic 
limits with African wildlife. 
Initially, I did think about 
going to India, but what I 
find is that because I am 

spending so much time 
with African photography, 
I am able to now say, ‘I’ve 
done this, I need to find a 
way to do something 
different’. Maybe going into 
India on my first trip will be 
me just as a regular guy 
getting a single leopard or 
a single tiger and saying, 
‘wow! I’ve got a tiger 
photo!’ I feel that I’ll be 
looked at as this expert 
from Kenya and he comes 
here and he does nothing 
special! But, I haven’t got 
that spark yet in me to go 
to India. 

I went from the 24-70mm, because 
at the time it was the only lens that 
was small enough, and I invested in a 
20mm prime because I wanted to get 
wider. Since the mirrorless cameras 
have come out, the 14-30mm is my 
preferred lens on the Z 7, because 
even though it’s extra-wide at 14mm, 
you don’t really get that distortion at 
the edges that makes the subjects 
look weird. That camera and lens 
package is so small that I can make 
even smaller boxes to hide it and my 
buggy can do more work, because 
the camera body is so light. 

More life out of the buggy battery 
because the camera is so light?
Yes, and more flexibility too, because 
before the cameras were so heavy 
they became front-heavy, and if you 
did anything wrong it would fall over. 

of-the-camera photos have been 
thanks to that box. The journey 
continued: I bought a buggy from 
New Zealand, specifically made for 
me. What I’ve learnt is that every 
animal requires a different approach: 
lions don’t mind; zebras and 
herbivores are very careful about 
what they approach; buffaloes 
usually don’t approach anything, but 
if you stick a buggy in front of a 
buffalo they become so intrigued 
they’ll come up to it! It’s a learning 
experience and that’s been the push 
for me. I’d say at this point, it’s 
become a solo journey for me. 

You mention Will Burrard-Lucas, 
are there other photographers, 
past or present, that you draw 
inspiration from?
I’m a fan of photographers who take 
composition very seriously and 
Federico Veronesi is one of those 
guys. Also, Ken Dyball. His wide-
angle work has been a real 
inspiration because initially I saw that 
everyone who photographed the 
lions on the rocks in Tanzania would 
always take a zoom lens for these 
long shots, but Ken had these wide What cameras are you using now?

I’ve got a D5, a D850 and two Z 7s. 
The first Z 7 I’ve had for about a year 
and the second one I got just a 
couple of months ago.

How does switching from 
professional standard DSLR 
cameras to mirrorless feel for you?
Thankfully, I don’t put my eye to the 
mirrorless at the moment, they are 
my gadget cameras, whereas I’m still 
using my D5 for all the high-speed 
stuff, and the D850 for those 
wide-angles, where I’m needing 
to hold the camera.
 
Are you entirely self-taught or did 
you have a mentor?
It was a hobby. I met a couple of 
photographers who were also doing 
it as a hobby. We got together and we 

takes of a lion in silhouette with these 
dramatic skies, so looking at the 
whole big scene with a lion on a rock, 
which did so much more justice to 
the whole picture. Then he’s got this 
shot on the dry lake bed in the 
Amboseli where you’ve got three or 
four zebras. And then you’ve got two 
twisters with these dramatic clouds 
and the storms coming that’s 
created the wind. So you’ve got these 
two twisters and zebras in the middle 
and it’s a wide-angle, super-large 
picture. Those sort of shots were so 
inspiring that the wide-angle has 
become the bigger part of my 
journey than the telephoto. I’m still 
getting better shots with the 
telephoto, but that one wide-angle 
shot that does justice is what keeps 
the blood flowing at the moment.

They’re the type of pictures that 
you find most satisfying?
Yes. Unfortunately, because of how 
small the photos are, when you put 
on this big wide image it doesn’t 
really do it much, if any, justice on 
Instagram, but I don’t really care! 
This is what I enjoy doing, so let it be 
what it is.

What is your day job? 
We’re the dealers for Hitachi diggers 
and construction plant for East 
Africa. That keeps me very busy 
during the day. 

I imagine your dream would be to 
work full-time in photography. Do 
you think that day will ever come?
I think as I move closer to my 

tried to push each other. It becomes 
competitive, but I think 
competitiveness helps you push 
yourself. Then I joined another guy 
and we tried to push each other and 
help each other, ‘Hey, I’ve learnt a 
new trick, why don’t you try it?’ But 
what I have always found is that 
maybe I am a bit more passionate, 
I want to push harder and harder and 
it always ends up with me being the 
guy trying to pull everyone else along 
with me. It got to the point where I 
felt now everyone is dragging me 
down, I need to keep trying. You have 
to endeavour to keep pushing and 
pushing further. 

What were you all trying to shoot 
as a group?
The ambition is always to try and get 
as close as possible and get that 
wider landscape, so we tried to get 
as close as you could with a car, 
without disturbing the animals too 
much. After that I tried to go the 
Will Burrard-Lucas way and place 
gadgets on the ground. So, I built a 
couple of gadgets, the first two were 
severe fails, the third one worked 
very successfully. All these crazy, low 
level, wide-angle, animal-at-the-face-�

retirement it will be something that 
I can focus on much more. To be very 
honest with you, I’ve not really 
imagined a direction for myself. 
Business is so busy that 
photography is where I come for 
peace and quiet. That peace and 
quiet is what’s driving this, and on 
some days I get lucky and I get great 
shots, and on other days I come back 
with a big fat zero. The snowball has 
started and its picking up 
momentum and it’s growing bigger 
to the point where it’s now: work, 
photography, work. The fight 
between the two is going on, so 
I don’t know when I’ll take the step 
to go fully professional, if I ever will.

From your experience so far, what 
is the single best piece of advice 
you’d give to someone starting a 
life in photography? 
It’s always about composition. Forget 
about camera settings, just focus on 
composition, because once you start 
getting compositions right you have 
no choice but to learn everything 
else. That way is so much easier to 
learn. A lot of youngsters – and I was 
the same when I started – get stuck 
on which camera setting to use. Now, 
I realize it doesn’t matter if the photo 
is 100 per cent technically correct, 
but if the composition is right it will 
find its own way of making a name 
for itself. As long as you have the 
composition, the rest of the stuff 
will run behind it.  

Below: Africa’s 
highest peak, Mt 
Kilimanjaro, forms 
a spectacular 
backdrop to this 
study of flamingoes 
in Amboseli 
National Park. 

Camera: Nikon D850

Lens: 24-70mm f/2.8

Exposure: 1/320 sec, 
f/16, ISO160

It’s always about 
composition. Forget 
about camera settings, 
just focus on 
composition

Left: To get a 
closer view of the 
flamingos flying in 
over Lake Magadi, 
Gurcharan 
switched to a 
telephoto zoom 
and kept a fast 
shutter speed to 
counteract any 
vibrations of the 
helicopter.

Camera: Nikon D850

Lens: 70-200mm f/2.8

Exposure: 1/1600 
sec, f/7.1, ISO800

 

Above: When 
shooting low-angle 
close-ups of wildlife 
from a remote-
controlled vehicle, 
Gurcharan prefers 
to use a mirrorless 
with a wide-angle 
zoom for his setup.

Camera: Nikon Z 7

Lens: 14-30mm f/4

Exposure: 1/400 sec, 
f/14, ISO100
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