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1
THE CHEETAH

Palaeontologists are divided as to whether a
small set of fossils denotes the existence of a

unique Sri Lankan variant of the Indian Chetah,
a marginally different mammal to the Sri Lankan

leopard that still exists today.



2
THE DEER

Smaller than its modern counterpart was Muva
Sinhaleya, a species of Sambur deer similar to

the one alive today. 



3
THE ELEPHANT

The remarkable remains of three elephant
species, all now extinct were found on the

island. The current and endangered Sri Lankan
Elephant is considered to be a subspecies of

Elephas Maximus Sinhaleyus, whose treasured
fossils, unearthed in Kuruwita, indicates that it
last lived 100,000 years ago. Its similarity to

the present-day elephant is likely to have made
it all but impossible to tell them apart, the

difference lying in such things as smaller molars
and a wider spout. A scant dusting of other

fossils reveal the existence of two further
elephant sub species - Hysundricus and

Namadicus Sinhaleyus - that may have called
Sri Lanka home before vanishing.



4
THE GAUR

Once common throughout South and Southeast
Asia, the Gaur, or Indian bison, lived as a
distinct sub species here - Bibos Sinhaleyus
Deraniyagala. It was last spotted by British

adventurers in 1681 in the menagerie of King
Rajasinghe II of Kandy. Related to yaks and
water buffalo, they are the largest of all wild
cattle and out ranked in size by other land

mammals only by elephants, rhinoceros, and
hippopotamus. 



5
THE HIPPOPOTAMUS

An ancient species of hippopotamus once lived
in Sri Lanka - Hippopotamus Hexaprotodon
Sinhaleyus. Dating back between 800,00 to

100,000 years ago, the fossilised remains of a
its jawbone, showing the presence of a couple

more teeth than exist in the current living
hippopotamus (Hippopotamus amphibius), are
all that is left to prove the once lively presence

on Sri Lanka’s rivers of this great land mammal,
the largest after the elephant. It probably fell
afoul of early climate change when rainfall
become significantly less heavy, so putting

pressure on their preferred habitat.



6
THE LION

The Sri Lankan lion is thought to have become
extinct in 37,000 BCE. Panthera Leo

Sinhaleyus, as the sub species is known, came
to light in 1936 when P.E.P. Deraniyagala,

uncovered two fossilized teeth in Kuruwita, near
Ratnapura. With the passion of a forensic

detection, the archaeologist studied his modest
clutch of teeth. One was so damaged as to be
of little use in identifying the animal, but the
other, a left molar, presented so distinctive a

structure as to not just twin it with lions, but set it
apart from all known species too. From this

single tooth, a lost sub species was uncovered,
its size indicating that the beast was a lion much

larger than the present Indian lion. Back in
37,000 BCE, Sri Lanka was a very different
place to what it would become, an island of

open grasslands a habitat perfect for lions. But
over time, as the monsoon rainforest fuelled the
proliferation of trees, its habitat become ever

more restricted and at some point, the creature
just died out. 



7
THE PORCUPINE

Fossilised records from thousands of years ago
show that the present porcupine - the Indian

Crested Porcupine (Hystrix Indica) once had an
ancestor similar though smaller to the one we

find today - Hystrix Sivalensis Sinhaleyus.



8
THE RAT

The fossilized remains of Tatera Sinhaleya, bear
witness to a rat that bade farewell to the island

many thousands of years ago.



9
THE RHINOCERUS

Two subspecies of now extinct Rhinocerus -
Sinhaleyus & Kagavena - once lived in Sri

Lanka. Fossilized remains dating back 80,000
years found near Ratnapura by Dr. P.E.P.

Deraniyagala indicate their ghostly existence,
their marginally different teeth all that remains to
tell them apart and to distinguish them from the
Indian Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros Unicornis) that

once roamed Asia from Pakistan to China, and
who now are confined to a few protected

locations in Assam, West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh,
and Nepal. 



10
THE TIGER

Scant but intriguing fossil records reval the
existence of a Sri Lankan Tiger (Panthera Tigris).
These telling fossils amount to a left lower tooth
found near Ratnapura in 1962 and a sub-fossil

of a paw bone dated back 16,500 years, found
near Kuruwita. Tigers appear to have arrived in
India some 12,000 years ago and spread from
there to Bangladesh, Nepal, and Bhutan. But it
seems that it was not this Tiger sub species that
wandered across the then existing land bridge

from India to Sri Lanka – but another one
altogether, one that was native to central Asia,
eastern and northern China, Japan, northern

Siberia, Sumatra, and Java. 



11
THE WILD BOAR

Fossil records from thousands of years ago show
the current wild boar were preceded by an
endemic species one third smaller  than they

now are - Sus Sinhaleyus.



DISCOVER MORE
A HISTORY L IKE NO OTHER

Contrary & creat ive, Sr i  Lanka bui l t  a t ropical Versai l les
as the West constructed in wat t le & daub. When the
Cold War ebbed, i ts  own began. The Ceylon Press

History of Sr i  Lanka -  in eBook and Podcast  -  unpicks i ts
serpent ine his tory.

BEHIND EACH GREAT STORY
I s land Stor ies: The Sri  Lanka Podcast  and the Press’s

Complete Audio Books  explore the things that make Sri
Lanka, Sr i  Lankan.  

OFF PISTE
The Ceylon Press’  Alternat ive Guides  concern

themselves wi th subjects and places wi thout crowds;
forgot ten as they are by most academics, his tor ians,

and modern t ravel lers.

LESS IS MORE
The Ceylon Press’  Tiny Guides  f i l le t  the essent ials of
their  subject  f rom nature to his tory, cul ture to t ravel .

INSTANT OVERVIEWS
With their  shor t ,  and readable in troduct ions, The

Ceylon Press’  Pocket Professor Very Short  In t roduct ions
i l luminate Sr i  Lankan subjects f rom ancient dynast ies to

endemic mammals.

COMPANIONABLE LOOK-UPS 
The Ceylon Press’s subject  Companions to Sr i  Lanka

makes vis ible the whole is land – f rom i ts  ar ts ,  wi ldl i fe,
& landmarks to re l igion, food, & his tory.

A L ITTLE L IGHT RELIEF
And least  i t  gets too ser ious, enjoy the of f -gr id  Jungle
Diaries  blog &  Podcast ;  and Archaeologies ,  the blank

verse diar ies of an occasional hermi t .
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ABOUT THE FLAME TREE
ESTATE & HOTEL

“I t ’s  absolute paradise,” wrote one guest  recent ly;  “I
would f ly back to Sr i  Lanka simply to s tay in this place

for a couple more days.”
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