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By centring the voice of a colony of ring-billed gulls, 
The Inheritors disrupts the usual perspective of  
wildlife documentary and explores new ways  

of living and dying on a planet haunted by mass  
consumption and pollution.
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As we stand at the brink of a sixth extinction caused by human  
activity, countless species are adapting swiftly, thriving in our shadow 
and foretelling the ecologies of the future. The Inheritors is guided 
by one such species, the ring-billed gull, in an exploration of our 
shared world.

Each spring, tens of thousands of these gulls migrate to a small 
island in the Saint Lawrence River near Montreal to nest alongside 
Canada’s largest landfill, an essential source of food for their young. 
Tracing a full reproductive season, the film offers an arrestingly  
intimate observation of the colony’s social organization, emotional 
life and daily rituals in an increasingly inhospitable ecosystem.  
Alternating between the perspectives of prey and predator, we  
follow the gulls as they become the targets of invasive data  
collection, then of harsh deterrence measures using the age-old  
art of falconry. For these unwanted creatures, threats arrive from 
both land and air in the form of flesh, feather and metal. 

With a soundtrack that lets the voices of the birds speak for them-
selves and cinematography that prioritizes their gaze, The Inheritors 
is a sensory experience which invites us to contemplate new ways  
of living and dying on a planet haunted by mass consumption  
and pollution.

SYNOPSIS





Today, animal species are going extinct at 10,000 times the natural 
rate. In Canada, where I live, one in five species is considered  
endangered. The root cause of these extinctions, one way or another,  
is the presence of human beings and our economic activities. In a 
context where radical change in our way of life and our economy  
are unlikely in the short term, The Inheritors arises from a reflection 
on the possibilities for life in the ecosystems we have disturbed. 
Who will inherit the world we’re transforming? 

With this question in mind, I grew interested in the category of species  
biologists sometimes call “invasive” or “nuisances”; those animals 
who, caught in the teeth of the crises we’ve caused, find ways to 
exploit new ecological opportunities to thrive. These animals are,  
for one reason or another, often maligned and considered unwanted. 
One such reason is that, rather than flee before us as most animals 
do, these species have undertaken to live among us, interacting with 
our environments in ways we hadn’t anticipated or desired. Since we 
are the most invasive species of all, one that’s flourishing across the 
world, there is undoubtedly no better evolutionary strategy than to 
use us to help themselves prosper.

When I discovered that one of North America’s largest colonies of 
ring-billed gulls migrates from the Gulf of Mexico every year to  
Montreal, a journey of over 3000 kilometres, to nest beside the 
busiest landfill in Canada and use it as their food source, I knew at 
once that I’d found the unwanted creature I was looking for. Through 
this animal, I could explore the landscapes of desolation we humans 
create and the new and sometimes surprising ways of living that 
they bring into existence. In these troubled times, known as the  
Anthropocene, we have little choice but to seek out life in our ruins 
and take hope from it. We may even have something to learn from 
the creatures who manage to turn our disruptions to their advantage.
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Decentering the human gaze

Like my last two films, Grand National and Resources, The Inheritors  
offers a narrative that intertwines human realities with those of 
non-humans. This time, however, I wanted to put the animals front 
and centre, experimenting with a narrative carried by the perspectives  
and voices of the birds rather than relying on human presence, 
dialogue or music. The film provides a glimpse into the largely 
unknown daily life of gulls, the various stages of their reproductive 
cycle and the interactions they have with the new “predators” of 
their disrupted ecosystem. First, scientists collect organs from the 
colony; then, a wildlife officer and her falcon try to control the gulls’ 
presence at the landfill. Even as these perspectives intertwine, the 
animal experience is given precedence especially that of the gulls. 
Humans, their motivations, and their objectives are relegated to 
the periphery, allowing us to decenter our own gaze. The Inheritors 
departs from traditional wildlife documentaries in several ways:  
we follow a familiar animal through landscapes that are in no way 
exotic; humans continually intrude, yet they do not shape the story; 
and no off-screen voice is given the power to explain what we’re 
seeing. Instead, the film invites us to reconnect with an embodied, 
animal experience of the world, to see it from a new perspective: 
with the eyes of a bird. Part observational cinema, part experimental 
ethnography, my approach creates space to cultivate the art of  
seeing and listening, as a way of making ourselves sensitive to the 
living beings we’re evolving alongside. 

Birds as film subjects

It took me two years of fieldwork to establish the gulls as main 
characters and allow viewers to imagine the world from their  
perspective. I built a cache in the colony before the birds arrived in 
early spring. For several days a week across two breeding seasons, 
I’d settle into the cache at dawn and remain there until nightfall.  
I spent up to twelve hours at a time inside that little shelter of 
scarcely six feet tall and wide, never stepping foot outside to  
minimize disturbance to the colony.
 
When I started filming, it was hard to see anything but an amorphous  
mass of gulls behaving chaotically through the cache’s three small 
openings only big enough for my camera lens. Even though I’d pre-
pared by studying their behaviour in scientific articles and had the 
help of biologists, it was only after several weeks of observation  
that I began to perceive the individuals within this mass of birds, to 
comprehend their personalities, their actions and motivations. I had 
the odd sense that I was getting closer to their point of view, their 
way of thinking, which allowed me to anticipate their actions and 
reactions. I even came to recognize the voices of certain individuals, 
and each call started making sense to me. This process resembles 
the one described by J.A. Baker in The Peregrine, in which one’s 
human subjectivity gradually blends into that of the animal being 
observed so intensely, allowing one to grasp their own perspective. 
And so with time, my camera became much more precise. It began 
to move with the gulls, giving an initial interpretation of their behaviour  
and offering an immersion in their world.  �



The sound of the colony was entirely reconstructed in postproduction,  
using recordings I made with microphones I placed near the nests, 
to match the sense of proximity in the image. Since a colony of gulls 
is extremely noisy, the recordings stretched on for several hours  
to isolate sounds during the brief periods of calm. This enabled me 
to collect a range of calls that do not exist in the main sound banks 
of gull calls. In sound editing, we created our own bank from these 
recordings and a lexicon of the “language” of the gulls, to ensure  
we resynchronized them to the footage in a way that respected  
their intentions.

To capture the falcon’s experience, we developed a helmet equipped  
with a camera for the bird to wear. This helmet, created in collaboration  
with the falconers, had to be light enough for flight speeds that 
sometimes exceeded 150 km per hour. The falcon received a year 
and a half of training to develop the physical fitness necessary to 
fly with this added weight, which represented about 8% of its total 
mass. This camera let us see what the falcon was looking at during 
its brief periods of unobstructed sight when it took to the sky, and 
to encounter its own subjectivity, since it was the one directing the 
camera.

Learning from the gulls

By letting ourselves be guided by the gulls, with their remarkable 
ability to adapt, survive and even prosper in the devastated landscapes  
that now make up our shared world, The Inheritors invites us to 
reevaluate our understanding of nature. These unwanted creatures 
confound the idea that nature is full of creatures fundamentally  
different from us, that we alone possess consciousness and the 
ability to shape the world; they help dispel the myth of human  
exceptionalism, which has led us into climate crisis and mass  
extinction. The gulls offer us a lesson in humility. The living world 
is not a static, passive inheritance but one in a constant state of 
change, driven by a vital force of creation. These birds open our 
eyes to a biological world that, though weakened by humanity’s  
endless affronts, remains ever powerful. In borrowing their perspective,  
we see that we’re just one species among many, and that it’s our  
uncertain relationships with one another that form the planet’s history  
and foretell the ecologies of the future—relationships we have little 
control over, and in which no place is guaranteed. It is my hope  
that this shift in perspective can open new ways of considering  
the political issues of coexistence between humans and non- 
humans, in both old and newly emerging forms, with greater  
sensitivity and respect. 



Serge-Olivier Rondeau is a filmmaker whose work intersects  
media arts and experimental ethnography. His films and installations 
explore the relationships between humans and non-humans— 
particularly animals, plants and technology. His work has appeared  
in numerous exhibits and festivals across Canada and internationally,  
including as a member of the group Épopée and co-founder of the 
After Faceb00k collective. Fractures, an installation featuring the 
films Ruptures and Insurgence and focusing on the Quebec student 
strikes of 2012, was featured at Manif d’Art 7. As part of the Mois  
de la Photo à Montréal, the McCord Museum exhibited In Loving 
Memory <3 an immersive nine-screen video dedicated to Facebook 
users who live on after death on the site’s servers. In 2021, he  
co-directed his first feature-length documentary Ressources  
with Hubert Caron-Guay, which made its premiere at IDFA.  
The film examines the modes of existence of animals, humans  
and landscapes caught up in the industrial meat production chain.  
The inheritors is his second documentary feature.

The Inheritors, 2025, 79 min, documentary
Resources, 2021, 99 min, documentary
Grand National, 2021, 21 min, documentary & video installation
In Loving Memory <3, 2016, 45 min, video installation 
Fractures, 2014, 287 min, video installation
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Les Films du 3 Mars (F3M) promotes Quebec and Canadian auteur 
films nationally and internationally. From ideation through the final 
cut and onto the screen, we put our expertise toward helping our 
members market and distribute their work. A leader in the distribution 
of feature documentaries, F3M also promotes works of every genre 
and length. We strive to cultivate a taste for original works of quality 
among our viewers while ensuring representativity based on the 
principles of equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI).


