


Wildlife cameraman Vianet Djenguet, born in the Republic of Congo, now living 
in the UK, has spent years travelling the globe, filming wildlife of all shapes and 
sizes. But recently, he’s noticed some animal families gathering together in larger 
social groups than have EVER been recorded before. Vast clans whose 
numbers are growing, seemingly in response to evolving conditions on a 
planet in flux.
 
Vianet feels a strong personal connection to this new phenomenon. Coming 
from his own mega family, as a father of two with seven siblings, he’s always 
been fascinated by human family dynamics: the intricate hierarchies, diverse 
roles and shifting social alliances within family groups.
 
An expert by experience in the challenge of living with a crowd of relatives, Vianet 
is  driven by a deep-seated curiosity and genuine passion to uncover complex kin 
structures in the natural world within supersized, multi-generational families.
 
He’s determined to find out how being part of a mega clan can help families 
to thrive and survive in the wild – and what new secrets these big groups can 
reveal about the awe-inspiring creatures we share our planet with.

INTRO



“QUOTE FROM VIANET ABOUT LARGE 
FAMILIES”

“Where I was born, large human families 
are the norm, so seeing big kin groups 
in the wild has always fascinated me – 
especially the matriarchs or patriarchs 
at the top of the hierarchy. The unique 
qualities that make them stand out as 
leaders, their deep connections with the 
clan, and all the incredible social interplay 
with the rest of the family”



In this 3-part documentary series, Vianet tracks down nature’s 
biggest and most iconic families: a vast super herd of over 300 
elephants, a huge troop of 94 macaques, and an immense clan 
of 70 hyenas.
 
As he embeds with each species and builds emotional bonds 
with specific individuals, Vianet captures the daily ups, downs 
and dramas of life within these unique animal families to discover 
how they work together as they face the challenges of our 
changing world... as well as some surprising life lessons we could 
all learn from.

THE SERIES



NEW SUPERGROUPS
NEW SCIENCE
A super group of 300+ Elephants in Chad. A 94-strong troop of Lion-tailed 
macaques in India. A gigantic pack of 70 Spotted hyenas in Tanzania’s 
Ngorongoro Crater. The sheer force of numbers is gripping researchers in 
the field.
 
This is a brand new area of research with new insights into animal 
behaviour just beginning to emerge, and new questions to answer.
 
WHY are animal families gathering in ever larger social groups?
WHAT unique adaptations are they making to secure their place in the super 
group?
HOW are they working together to win out despite increased competition?
 
Vianet will discover that bigger families can be better at defending their 
territories, fighting off predators and gathering enough food to feed a growing 
number of hungry mouths - but this can come at a high cost.
 
In our changing world, the effects of climate change, habitat loss and prey 
depletion are putting increasing pressure on these mega families. And 
with the growing demand for food and space, tensions are on the rise…



The series combines bluechip natural history with an 
absorbingly intimate filming style.
 
Vianet is both in front of and behind the camera to forefront his 
true fascination for animal mega family dynamics, and his very 
personal reflections on how each family finds its own way to live 
in such a complex group.  
 
In each film, Vianet gets to know one animal mega family up close 
and personally. Over the course of each episode, he gradually 
develops a special bond with one particular family member 
with whom he feels a close emotional connection.
 
An ageing elephant matriarch teaching her granddaughter the 
secrets of survival for the benefit of the family group. An inquisitive 
male hyena juvenile struggling to find his place in the complex 
clan hierarchy. An alpha male macaque trying to extend the olive 
branch to his rivals to keep the peace in a crowded forest.

Heart-warming and eye-opening in equal measure, ANIMAL 
MEGA FAMILIES introduces a new arena in evolving natural 
history that has never been the focus of a documentary 
series before.

FILMING STYLE



ACCESS, LOCATIONS
AND EPISODES

SERIES 1
EPISODE ONE | ELEPHANTS 
In Chad’s Zakouma National Park, a wise elephant matriarch teaches her granddaughter 
what it will take to lead a family of her own someday. But when your family is part of an 
extraordinary 300 strong supergroup, there’s a lot to learn.

EPISODE TWO | HYENAS 
In Tanzania’s Ngorongoro crater, a clan of 70 hyenas form one of the biggest social 
groups of any carnivore. With a hierarchy built on unbreakable sisterhood alliances, 
finding your place in the clan is a challenge every budding young male must rise to if 
he wants to be part of this mega family.

EPISODE THREE | MACAQUES
In the Anamalai Hills of Southern India, an increasingly growing super-troop of 94 Lion-
tailed macaques is giving fresh insight into how some primates are adapting to life in a 
crowd - but in a shrinking forest, tensions are rising.

We have secured access to the biggest family groups on the planet in six 
locations, and have identified sufficient compelling stories to span Series 1 and 
a potential follow-up Series 2.



SERIES 2
EPISODE ONE | MEERKATS
In the Kalahari Desert, we follow the daily ups and downs of life in 
a 30-strong meerkat gang, where the alpha female rules by fear – 
evicting her daughters and even killing her grandchildren in favour 
of her own litter of pups.

EPISODE TWO | BONOBOS 
In the wild jungles of the Congo, a community of 70 endangered 
bonobos navigate the complexities of the only great ape society 
led by females, where peace reigns and conflicts are resolved with 
love, not war.

EPISODE THREE | LIONS
In Etosha National Park in Namibia, a super-pride of 32 lions continues 
their quest to rule the best hunting grounds. But with the increasing 
number of mouths to feed, pressure on the pride is growing.



If you think getting on with your own nearest and 
dearest can be tough, prepare to be amazed by 
the extraordinary relationship dramas in these, the 
world’s largest ANIMAL MEGA FAMILIES.



In Chad’s Zakouma National Park, Vianet is astounded by the sight of more Elephants than he can 
count gathered around the Salamat river – part of a mega clan of over 300 family and friends.  

EPISODE ONE | ELEPHANTS



This mega clan is all the more remarkable because between 2002 and 
2010, 95% of Zakouma’s elephants were decimated by ivory poaching. 
Finding safety in numbers, they began to group together: core families 
merged with 50 plus bond groups with social bonds between families, 
and became an even bigger clan. It became common to see groups of 
over 600 elephants at one time.
 
Vianet sends up his drone for a view of the clan’s epic scale. A matriarch will 
meet hundreds of other individuals daily – and can recognise the voice 
of each from up to 2 kilometers away. She bases her relationship with each 
one on her knowledge of how often they meet and the quality of their previous 
encounters. 

Since African Parks took over the area in 2011, poaching has been all but 
eradicated. It’s now a safe haven for elephants who are growing in numbers. 
With their new sense of safety, these megafamilies are beginning to break 
up more fequently, but groups of over 300 elephants are still commonly 
seen. Surprising new research shows that the clan doesn’t just join up 
when times are hard, but also during times of plenty – moving to wherever 
good food is available and enjoying a stimulating social life where several 
different clans may intermingle. Researchers believe that positive experiences 
in these massive social gatherings lead individuals to “move home” and take 
up residence in a new clan.

“When I was 8 years old, the first creature I came 
face to face with in Brazzaville Zoo was a juvenile 
elephant. I was mesmerised by her beauty, her 
emotions, and above all, her intelligence. I always 
say to my kids – if I ever I come back to Earth 
in another form, I’d like to be an elephant. It’s a 
dream for me to get to see this mega herd with 
all the dynamics between matriarchs, sisters, and 
especially, the babies”



Vianet captures the moment when a smaller family 
reunites with the large clan – a touching reunion for distant 
relatives, and a chance for the calves to meet for the first time 
with a variety of vocalisations, touching and sniffing. “I’m 
fascinated how elephants communicate in a way that’s 
similar to how we do in our own families. It’s so important 
for the herd – it’s what makes them so successful in the 
wild.” 

Now that poaching is under control, the biggest threat to 
the mega clan is drought, caused by climate change. It’s 
even more critical than ever for the matriarch to transmit her 
vast repertoire of knowledge to her granddaughters.  “Her 
wisdom is like gold. Everyone looks up her, they’re amazed 
by her intelligence. She always knows where the danger 
is and her sixth sense gets passed on – it’s all in her body 
language.”  Vianet observes as the matriarch shows her kin 
how to bathe in dust to protect against the sun and how to 
forage for the best spot for fruit.

It’s not a million miles from the incredible female role 
models in Vianet’s own family, who never miss an 
opportunity to pass down their hard-won experience to 
the next generation.



Nightfall over the Ngorongoro crater. A vast clan of 70 Spotted hyena gather for the hunt. It’s Vianet’s 
first glimpse of this astonishing mega family – but why are they grouping in such huge numbers and how 
do they find their place in the pecking order? 

EPISODE TWO | HYENAS



Hyena mega clans are on the rise with as many as 130 
members who know each other individually through unique 
signature calls with info on identity, sex and age. Now, 
hyenas face a growing challenge of habitat loss with human 
competition for space. With a higher density of hyenas, a 
bigger clan means more food, better ability to defend prey 
from marauders, and better defence of the clan’s territory. 

Vianet is gripped by the strict chain of command in this super clan 
where every family member knows their place. “Hierarchy is so 
important. I love the babies – they start to learn lessons about 
hierarchy from day 1. Alpha females teach their babies how 
to be “top hyena” – they’re such strong female role models 
– the ultimate feminists”.

At the top of the pack is the alpha female followed by her young, 
all other females and their young, followed by immigrant males 
right at the bottom. “It’s really exciting to see these males who 
are usually on the periphery of family groups and only come 
closer when they want to mate.” 

Despite their dominant place in the clan, females are more 
likely to mate with low-ranking immigrant males. This social 
dynamic means hyenas can live in very large groups with little 
risk of inbreeding because of the diverse gene pool – unlike lions 
that are notorious for hanging around too long and inbreeding…



Brand new research here shows how incoming males choose which 
clan to join with a unique ability to COUNT their place in the social 
queue. Males can only move up when other males ranking above die or 
new males join below. Any new male wanting to join the clan whoops to 
his fellow males and listens for the clan males to whoop back in precise 
order of their rank. The newcomer keeps count - and joins the clan with 
the shortest queue ahead of him.
 
Vianet bonds with a 2 year-old male hyena as he sets out on an epic 
journey: leaving behind his birth family, the young hyena seeks out a new 
clan. Once he chooses his new family, he’s aggressively hazed before 
he’s accepted. He’ll need to submit not only to dominant females but also 
to their tiny cubs – and to make friends and “date” a female, before he 
gets the chance to mate. It was previously believed that hyena societies 
were all about female dominance, but new research in the Ngorongoro 
Crater has shown that it is in fact social dominance which helps a hyena 
rise to the top - although rare, it’s not impossible for a clan to have an 
alpha male too.
 
Vianet reflects on his own experience when he joined his wife’s 
family as the incoming male… it took time and patience to form new 
relationships in the extended family, and gradually work his way up 
the social ranking… 

“Hyenas are one of the species you could never get bored of filming – 
what’s amazing is that the hierarchy is so sharply defined that every 
single interaction, every subtle behaviour really keeps you on your 
toes.”



As the morning sun peaks over India’s Anamalai Hills, Vianet wakes in search of a super-troop of 
94 Lion-tailed macaques - but why is this troop so much bigger than others of its kind?

EPISODE THREE | MACAQUES



Lion-tailed Macaques typically live in groups ranging from 6 - 50 individuals, 
with most troops averaging around 20. But in the Anamalai Hills of Valparai, 
Southern India, one particular group of Lion-tails is currently commanding 
the canopy at 94 strong. Vianet has never seen such a supergroup of their 
kind and is curious to find out why these monkeys prefer life in such a crowd, 
and what sets them apart from other groups.

Illusive, shy, and spending most of their time high up in the canopy, Lion-tails are 
normally very difficult to see - let alone film. But thanks to a busy highway cutting 
through the forest, the group in Valparai is far more used to people than most, 
and spends much more of their time on the forest floor to forage. The presence 
of people in and around their home has also brought a dream scenario into the 
Macaques lives - there’s PLENTY of food to go round - and this has led to an 
unusual social hierarchy that’s unique to this particular group.

In Lion-tailed Macaque society, groups normally consist of one dominant alpha 
male, a few submissive males and several females with their offspring. Males then 
frequently move between groups and challenge one another for dominance over 
the best feeding spots and females. But thanks to the easy meals in Valparai, 
competition between rival males is much less fierce here than in other places. 
Because of this, the Valparai troop currently has 3 alpha males, who coexist 
with very few violent confrontations. Vianet is fascinated to observe and film the 
power dynamics between the alphas of the group and learn how they interact 
with each other to keep the peace. It’s easy to tell which males and females are 
in charge as they strut around with their lion tails pointing to the sky, while more 
submissive Macaques hang them downwards.



Lion-tailed Macaques use around 17 different vocal calls to communicate 
with one another, and Vianet is keen to try and decode what some of them 
mean: mothers contact calling their babies, youngsters at play, males asserting 
their dominance, females flirting. Macaque talk is a whole new world of 
language for Vianet to explore, and the constant chatter is reminiscent of his 
childhood, growing up in a busy household.

But having such a big family can also come at a cost. As the troop expands and 
patrols their patch of forest in search of more food to feed the growing number 
of hungry mouths, they’re increasingly coming into conflict with people. And 
in our changing world, one of the biggest threats to Lion-tails is habitat 
fragmentation. While groups this large would normally spread out as they 
grow, the Valparai group are trapped in an island of forest, surrounded by 
human settlements. In recent years, new scientific research into the group 
has consequently found the Valparai troop to have much weaker genetic 
diversity than others - threatening their long term survival and making them 
more vulnerable to disease. As one of the most endangered species of 
Macaques in the world, could this be Vianet’s last opportunity to see a 
Lion-tailed mega family like this?

“I’ve never filmed macaques so I can’t wait to see this family for myself, 
especially because of how they’re interacting so closely with humans – a 
relationship that’s benefitting the troop but also putting their survival at 
risk… .”



SERIES 2



Dawn rises over the Kuruman River Reserve in South Africa. Vianet keeps watch over a super 
mob of 30 meerkats as they stand tall to bask in the heat of the morning sun. They look like a 
family in perfect harmony – but they’re facing a devastating new foe: climate change. 

EPISODE ONE | MEERKATS



This is Vianet’s first time filming meerkats and he’s mesmerised by their sense of community. 
“They’re like an indigenous tribe where everyone has their own role as one of a large extended 
family. It’s just like the African saying – it takes a village to raise a child…” 

There’s always been strength in numbers for meerkats to bring up the pups, forage for food, and fend 
off attack from predators. But new studies show that the most successful mobs are growing in size as 
they square up to the challenge of drought and hotter days. This means less prey and shorter feeding 
times – but larger groups have more foragers to feed the pups their favoured scorpions and beetles. 
For meerkats, bigger is definitely better. Big gangs live longer and are less prone to sickness. And larger 
breakaway groups have a much better chance of survival than individuals who try to leave the group – 
only the biggest groups can successfully create more units. 
 
Vianet is fascinated by the family’s fierce matriarch: a single alpha queen pumped with testosterone. 
She has the sole right to reproduce with her dominant male. She will aggressively prevent her daughters 
from breeding so they can care for her pups. Once they reach the age of 3, she will evict her daughters 
before they become big enough to challenge her. If one of her daughters does manage to breed, the 
queen reserves the right to kill her own grandchildren. It’s in her interest to have a larger group of her 
own offspring helping her with her own young – not theirs.



New research shows that subordinate females are MORE likely to help with babysitting if their own pups are 
killed by the alpha, or if they are evicted from the group but come slinking back – and they’ll keep lactating to feed 
the offspring of their own pups’ killer. So why are daughters willingly enslaved? Researchers believe that the stress and 
danger of living as a single female outweigh having to care for the alpha’s young. This way, subservient females can 
enjoy the relative safety of the gang for their own survival and that of pups they are genetically linked to. 
 
Meerkat collar cams give Vianet an intimate view of life inside the creche where aunts and cousins babysit their
queen’s young. Suddenly, there’s a new arrival on the scene. One of the alpha’s daughters returns to the gang
after being banished… Will this survivor be accepted back into the family on the condition
that she’s the new wet nurse for the litter?

Vianet bonds with the underdog daughter in her struggle to be welcomed back into
the fold. He knows mother-daughter relationships can be fraught – but meerkat
females take this to a whole new level…



It’s feeding time for a community of 65 Congo bonobos… this super group has DOUBLED 
in size over 20 years – so why is bigger better for this peace-loving group of apes? 

EPISODE TWO | BONOBOS



Vianet has never seen bonobos in such numbers before. In Salonga National Park, 3 to 5 females enter the area every year – and almost 
always join the largest community, even though a bigger group means more competition… Researchers are still trying to discover the 
reason why. They speculate that larger groups benefit from priority access to the best feeding areas and more males. It seems they’re 
on to a winner… larger groups have lower mortality and higher reproductive success. 

Vianet’s always been intrigued by male female bonobo dynamics. Females may be smaller, but they run the show with their superpowers of 
empathy and altruism. “They’re definitely the peacekeepers. They use their tactics to calm down male aggression – just like us humans”. 

These supreme carers comfort each other in distress with grooming and hugs, and are famous for getting frisky with each other to resolve 
tension. They happily share food. They willingly help strangers – even if there’s nothing in it for them. When different groups meet, it’s far more 
common for them to mingle peacefully than go on the attack – or for the larger group to win. But after 70% of conflicts, members from both 
communities re-establish contact through bonobos’ remarkable peace-making skills.



Males may be subordinate - but they’re also mummy’s boys 
who stay close for life for protection from other aggressive 
males and to find a mate. “Females are the boss. They do 
interfere a bit just like our own mothers – bonobo mums 
make friends with younger females for their boys – 
they’re match-makers.”   Vianet observes a bonobo female 
as she defends her son’s mating against other males, and 
even watches him as he mates. New research shows that 
this dominant maternal behaviour actually boosts that sons’ 
sexual fitness.
 
Vianet watches an alpha mother bond with a female girlfriend 
for her son grooming her as a potential daughter in law…
 
Vianet’s not too sure how he would have handled such 
maternal meddling to boost his love life when he was 
growing up...



In Etosha National Park, a super pride of 32 lions is at rest in the heat of the midday sun. 
Such large groups were once common across Africa, and understanding how this mega 
family works is critical to the future of the species in a changing world.

EPISODE THREE | LIONS



Super prides like this form for territory rights rather than food. Strength in numbers means the group can defend their 
home range with the best hunting grounds. It’s a virtuous circle: the better the territory, the larger the pride – and in turn 
larger prides can control a wider territory. 
 
There’s never been a more important time to understand how super prides form and thrive such as this one in Etosha. 
They’re the last remaining evidence of how large prides once moved through Africa, undisturbed by human interference. But their 
range areas are shrinking, and population is in decline – and predicted climate change-induced drought and higher temperatures 
will only make this worse.
 
For lions, it’s all about space – and space is at a premium. High density of lions in enclosed areas are susceptible to inbreeding 
and disease. To keep up genetic diversity, it’s necessary for rangers to intervene and move individual lions between populations.  
The future of these iconic super prides now rests on how we reconnect their historic ranges to mitigate the effects of 
climate change…
 
Now, new research shows that lions thrive on competition with rival prides: interaction is healthy and drives some lions to 
become more social and smarter than others – ensuring the success of their own super pride. Understanding how to replicate this 
social competition will be key to the future of lions relocated for the long term benefit of the species. 



At Etosha, Vianet is on the frontline as the super pride work 
together to guard their prized territorial watering hole. Here, 
large groups of prey gather to drink during the dry months - 
along with rival prides on the prowl… It’s this competition with 
adversaries that keeps the super pride sharp, teaching them how 
to disarm their adversaries and keep up their dominance. 

Watching the pride, Vianet’s struck by their unshakeable family 
bond. “I love lions’ sense of togetherness which makes the 
family strong – and how every single member of the pride 
wants to keep their food wealth within the family. It’s just 
like every family I know with mums and dads making sure 
everyone has enough food to suvive.”



OTHER MEGA FAMILIES...
LANGURS INDIA

WILD DOGS ZAMBIA
CHIMPANZEES UGANDA

GELADAS ETHIOPIA




