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Abstract 

Approximately 25% of Sri Lanka's landmass is gem-bearing. Most of the gem deposits are located in restricted zones 
(approximately 15 000 sq km) within the area occupied by rocks of the Highland/Southwestern Complex. Over 90% 
of Sri Lanka's gem mining is from secondary placer deposits that can be classified as sedimentary gem deposits of 
residual, eluvial and alluvial types. Primary or in-situ gem occurrences are located mainly in contact-metamorphic 
zones comprising of skarn and calcium-rich rocks. Corundum occurrences have also been found in aluminous-rich, 
silica-deficient metasedimentary formations. Gem minerals that are frequently found in pegmatites within the 
Highland/Southwestern Complex include corundum, zircon, beryl, quartz varieties, feldspar and chrysoberyl. A 
special feature of many secondary gem deposits of Sri Lanka is their location on morphotectonically controlled 
sites. 

Introduction 

Sri Lanka is known the world over for its vast potential 
and exquisite varieties of gem minerals. Gem mining 
in Sri Lanka has a history of over 2000 years and con­
tinues unabated even at present. In a recent study of the 
gem potential of Sri Lanka, the authors (Dissanayake 
& Rupasinghe 1993) have observed that nearly 25% 
of Sri Lanka's landmass is gem-bearing. Their study 
clearly indicates the vast gem potential of Sri Lanka 
yet to be unearthed. However, in spite of the very long 
history of gem mining in Sri Lanka, there had been no 
major study of the gem deposits aimed at their scientific 
classification. 

Among the earliest accounts on the precious gem-
stones of Sri Lanka is that by Wadia & Fernando 
(1945). Subsequently several workers dealt with dif­
ferent aspects of the geology and mineralogy of gem 
deposits of Sri Lanka (Gubelin 1968, Katz 1972, Sil-
va 1976, Dahanayake et al. 1980, Munasinghe & Dis­
sanayake 1981, Rupasinghe & Dissanayake 1984, Dis­
sanayake & Rupasinghe 1993). 

The sedimentary gem deposits of Sri Lanka were 
classified by Dahanayake et al. (1980) into three 
types, namely residual, eluvial and alluvial forma­

tions. Even though sedimentary gem deposits form 
a major constituent of Sri Lanka's gem resources, lat­
er work has shown the importance of other types of 
gem deposits (Silva & Siriwardena 1988, Mendis et al. 
1991, Kumarathilake & Ranasinghe 1992). There is, 
therefore, a real need to classify all the gem deposits 
of Sri Lanka on a scientific basis as it would provide 
background information for future exploration efforts. 
At present, exploration for gem minerals is based on 
mere 'hearsay' and chance, and a proper understand­
ing of the nature of the different types of gem deposits 
is therefore timely. This paper aims at a scientific clas­
sification of the gem deposits of Sri Lanka based on 
their geological occurrence and inferred origin. 

Geological setting of gem-bearing terrains 

Approximately 90% of Sri Lanka is comprised of meta-
morphic rocks of Precambrian age. These rocks have 
been classified in different ways by a number of authors 
(Adams 1929, Cooray 1984, Vitanage 1985, Kroner 
1986). Field work as well as isotopic, geochronolog-
ical, petrological and geochemical data obtained by 
a German-Sri Lanka Research Consortium have led 


