
The reunification of the Great Zimbabwe bird 
 
In 1997, the temporary exhibition “Legacies of Stone: Zimbabwe, Past and Present” 
was organized in the framework of the centenary of the Royal Museum for Central 
Africa in Tervuren (Belgium). This fact already shows the importance of the event. It 
was one of the bigger exhibitions held in Tervuren and very successful. For the first 
time a comprehensive overview of all cultural aspects of Zimbabwe was presented, 
from prehistoric to modern times. 
 
The exhibition also witnessed the reunification of two parts of one of the famous 
stone birds of Great Zimbabwe. Only eight of these grey-green soapstone or talc-
schist birds have ever been discovered. All of them were found in the Great 
Zimbabwe Ruins, the capital of a large Shona state between 1200 and 1450. 
 
The bird on display in Tervuren was broken long time ago. The upper part was found 
in the beginning of the 20th century and remained in Zimbabwe. The lower part was 
probably taken from Great Zimbabwe in the late 19th century. The first record of the 
lower part of the bird goes back to 1906 when it was given to the Museum für 
Völkerkunde in Berlin. After the Second World War, the artefact was presumed lost 
and probably destroyed in the war. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, however, 
it showed up again and was returned from St Petersburgs to the Staatliche Museen 
zu Berlin. 
 
It is clear that the reunification, even temporarily, of the two parts of the stone bird for 
the exhibition in the Royal Museum for Central Africa in Tervuren was an important 
moment in history, as the Great Zimbabwe bird is today the symbol of the modern 
nation of Zimbabwe. It appears on everything, from coins and stamps to the nation’s 
flag. 
 
In 1997, no one could imagine that the temporary reunification – a fact that was much 
pointed out in the exhibition – was the first step in a process of returning the lost 
piece. In 2003, the ambassador of Germany in Zimbabwe returned the lower part to 
the African nation. Returning an important artefact as this part of a Great Zimbabwe 
bird, representation of a spirit-medium, a supernatural being, the king of Great 
Zimbabwe or their ancestors, has of course a high symbolic value. 
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