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Ultramafic rocks are a widespread but generally minor component of the Archean gneiss complex that forms the southern part of the 

Nain Province, around Hopedale in coastal Labrador. These ancient rocks are part of the North Atlantic Craton, and originally correlative 

rocks occur in southwestern Greenland. The ultramafic rocks in the Hopedale area are equated with two ‘greenstone belts’ known as the 

Hunt River Group and the Florence Lake Group. In Labrador and Greenland, and also all across Nunavut, altered ultramafic rocks 

(commonly termed ‘soapstone’) are the preferred material for artisanal carving, a cultural tradition that dates back for millennia. Past 

and current exploitation in Labrador involves extraction of loose and easily-moved material from coastal locations on a small scale, and 

some carvers now use purchased or bartered stone from other areas.  

At Tooktoosner Bay, close to Hopedale, several lenses of altered ultramafic rocks up to 1 km in length are interleaved with complex 

orthogneisses. They are intruded by late Archean granite and pegmatite, and also by Proterozoic diabase dykes. The ultramafic rocks 

were previously correlated with metavolcanic rocks of the older Hunt River Group, and assumed to be older than surrounding 

migmatites, but an origin as intrusive bodies equivalent to the younger Florence Lake Group now seems more likely. Coarse-grained 

harzburgite and lherzolite are preserved locally, but most areas are serpentinized, and zones of intense alteration yield soft, dark-

coloured materials that are already harvested by some local carvers. Of particular note is a distinctive bright-green-weathering 

serpentinite, but other stone types also occur. Investigation of coastal outcrops and closely adjacent inland areas has defined several 

zones of such material that could yield larger quantities of artisanal stone, but further assessment of stone quality (by test working) is 

needed for some of the larger sites.  

The work to date is almost entirely field-based, and has pragmatic objectives. However, Archean ultramafic rocks are of scientific 

interest, as are the details of the process of serpentinization. Material from this project has considerable potential for a student research 

project aimed at mineralogy, petrology, and geochemistry.  




