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Classification What groups 

does this organism belong to based on 
characteristics shared with other 
organisms?  
Class:  Aves (all birds) 
Order:  Coraciiformes (kingfishers, 
todies, motmots, bee-eats, rollers, 
hoopoes and hornbills) 
Family:  Bucerotidae (hornbills) 
Genus:  Buceros 
Species:  bicornis 

Distribution Where in the 

world does this species live?  
The great hornbill is found in forests in mainland Southeast Asia:  Bhutan, Nepal, southwest China, 
southwest and Himalayan India, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand , Vietnam .  Some populations still 
exist on the Malay Peninsula and the island of Sumatra. 
 

Habitat What kinds of areas does this species live in?  
Great hornbills reside in wet evergreen and deciduous old growth forests at elevations of 600 to 2000 
meters (1968.5 to 6561 feet).  For nesting, they prefer trees that tower above the canopy level. 
 

Physical Description How would this animal’s body shape and size be described? 
• The great hornbill is one of the largest hornbills, weighing on average 3 kg (6.6 pounds) and 

ranging in length from 95 to 120 cm (37.4 to 47.24 in.) with a wingspan of 151 to 178 cm (59 to 
70 inches). 

• They are vividly colored.  The body, head and wings are mostly black; the abdomen and neck are 
white. The tail is white with a black band.  A preen gland near the tail secretes tinted oil, spread 
by the bird during grooming, which may give the bill, neck, tail and wing feathers a color varying 
from yellow to red. 

• The most conspicuous feature of the great hornbill is its casque, a hollow structure located on 
top of the massive bill.  When viewed from the front the casque is U-shaped, with two ridges 
along the sides that form points in the front and give the species its Latin name bicornis, 
meaning two-horned. 

• Males and females have identical plumages, but the female is smaller and has a bluish-white iris, 
while the male’s is red.  The back of the casque is reddish in females and the underside of the 
front and back of the casque is black in males. 

• They lack the short feathers under the wing (underwing coverts) that cover the bases of the 
primary and secondary flight feathers in other birds.  As a result, their flight is often noisy and 
produces a characteristic “whooshing” sound. 

• Like many other hornbills, great hornbills have prominent eyelashes on their upper eyelids. 
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Diet What does this species eat?  
In their historic range: Great hornbills primarily (70%) eat fat-rich and sugar-rich fruits, but they also 
feed on small mammals, birds, eggs, amphibians, reptiles and insects.  Figs are a particularly important 
food throughout the year.  This species has been known to protect fig trees from other birds. 
 
At the zoo: They eat iron-rich fruits, bird pellets and super worms. 

Predators What eats this species? 
Man is the chief predator of great hornbills.  The flesh is believed to be medicinal by some. They are also 
hunted for their fat, which is highly prized and is used for a variety of purposes, from medical treatment 
to gun polish, and for their casques, meat and feathers, which are used in various rituals.  

Social Organization How does this animal interact with others of its species? 
Great hornbills form monogamous, territorial pairs but may also be seen in small family groups or flocks 
of up to 40 birds.  Group courtship displays involving up to 20 birds have been observed.  Groups of 
birds will sometimes gather together at fruit trees.  At night they gather in large communal roosts which 
may contain hundreds of individuals.  At these roosts the birds are highly vocal, making sounds that can 
be described as “cackling” or “roaring.” The roosts may function as information hubs, where individual 
birds share information regarding feeding sites, for example.  Pairs generally mate for life. 

 

Life Cycle How does this species mate, raise young, grow and develop? 
Great hornbills breed from January/February to May/June.  Prior to the breeding season males fight each other by 
butting their casques, often in flight, possibly in competition for females.  A pair will perform duets as part of 
courtship, wherein a male and female alternate calls to each other.  They select a nest cavity in a large tree. When 
the female is ready to lay her eggs, she seals herself into the nest cavity using feces, food debris, and wood to 
cover the entrance from the inside.  She leaves a small slit through which the male feeds her while she lays one or 
two eggs and incubates them for 38-40 days.  During this time the female completes a full molt.  Although she 
typically lays 2 eggs, usually only one chick hatches.  When the chick is about 5 weeks old the female emerges from 
the nest and helps the male feed it.  The chick re-plasters the nest entrance and is fed through the slit for another 
two weeks.  After the chick emerges, the parents continue to feed it until it is about 15 weeks old, when it 
becomes independent.  The young birds do not have a casque initially but start to grow one at about 6 months of 
age. Full development of the casque takes 5 years.  The size of the casque may be important in female selection of 
a mate.  Great hornbills can live 50 years under human care but average 35-40 years in the wild. 
 

Adaptations What physical and behavioral characteristics enable this animal to survive and thrive?  
• The species’ most striking adaptation is the hollow casque, but its function is not precisely 

known.  It may serve to attract females, to dominate other males, or to serve as a resonance 

chamber that amplifies the sounds the birds make.  The size and color are also an indication of the 

age of the bird. 

• The first two cervical (neck) vertebrae are fused to help support the birds’ large bills. 

• The sealing of the nest by the female is thought to have evolved as a predator deterrent. It may 

also ensure the male’s fidelity to the nest, female and young. 

• Great hornbills are highly vocal.  Pairs use duets as part of courtship, and the birds call loudly 

and frequently within their large, communal night roosts. 

• This species never needs to drink but obtains the water it needs from its diet. 
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Collection Connection  

Denver Zoo has one male great hornbills, Admiral  who lives in Village Hall, a part of Toyota Elephant 
Passage. 
Admiral was hatched  on 6/1/1992. He came to Denver Zoo from Saint Louis Zoo in 2007. 
 

Conservation Status Is this animal at risk for extinction and why? 
IUCN Status: Least Concern 

Great hornbill populations have declined 30-40% over the last 50 years, due to loss of their old growth 
forest habitat, estimated at 26% over the same period of time.  These forests are often converted to 
housing and urban developments and croplands or logged for wood production.  The birds are intolerant 
of forest disturbance, severely threatened by hunting and require extensive tracts of undisturbed forest 
due to their large home ranges.  They are also captured for the pet trade.   Their predictable behavior 
when regularly visiting feeding sites makes it easy for hunters to find them. 

Resources and Where to Learn More 
Paruchuri, S.  2011.  “Buceros bicornis” (on-line), Animal Diversity Web.  At 
http://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Buceros_bicornis / 
Birdlife International. 2018.  Buceros bicornis.  The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2018.  at 
www.iucnredlist.org/species  
Hutchins, Michael, Arthur V. Evans, Jerome A. Jackson, Devra GF. Kleiman, James B. Murphy, Dennis A. 
Thoney et.al.  Eds. 
     2003.  Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia, 2nd Ed.  Detroit, MI:  Gale, 2003.  Vol. 10 Birds III.  P. 71-78. 
 

http://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Buceros_bicornis%20/
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