
 
 

 
 

Mineral Identification 
 
Mineral Properties 
Properties of minerals may be used to identify them: 
 
Color 
The same mineral may occur in different colors.  For example, quartz 
is sometimes white, clear, pink, purple, or brownish.  For this reason, 
color is usually not a good identification tool. 
 
 
Streak 
 Streak is the mark left when a mineral is rubbed on an unglazed 

piece of porcelain tile.  It is the mineral in powdered form.  
 A mineral’s streak is often different from its color, although it may 

be the same as its color. 
 Streak is much more reliable than color for identifying minerals 

because even if a mineral comes in different colors, its streak will 
never change.   

 
 
Luster 
Luster is the way light reflects from a mineral’s surface.   
 
 If a mineral is shiny, like a metal, it has a metallic luster.   
 If it is not metallic, we say that it is nonmetallic.  
  Other terms to describe luster include adamantine (sparkly, like a 

diamond), dull, greasy, silky, pearly, earthy, glassy. 
 
 
Cleavage and Fracture 
 

 The way a mineral breaks determines whether it has cleavage or 
fracture. 

 A mineral has cleavage if it breaks along even surfaces, or 
planes.   

 There are different kinds of cleavage.  For example, if a mineral 
breaks into cubes, it has “cubic cleavage.”   

 A mineral has fracture if it does not break along even surfaces.   



 
 

 
 

 
Specific Gravity – a ratio of the density of the mineral to the density 
of an equal volume of water.  

 For example, a mineral with a SG of 5 is 5 times as dense as a 
volume of water that takes up the same amount of space as the 
mineral 

 Determining the actual SG is complicated, so often the idea of 
“heft” is used as a substitute for SG. Heft is simply how heavy 
the mineral seems compared with its size. 

 
 
Hardness - what can scratch the mineral, according to  
Moh’s Hardness Scale 
 
 
 
Special Properties: some are . . . . 

 magnetism (magnetite) 

 fluorescence (willemite) 

 sulfurous odor (sulfur) 

 effervescence (fizzes) in hydrochloric acid “HCL”  (calcite) 

 salty taste (halite) 


