The Late Bronze Age copper trade formed one of the most influential economic systems in the eastern Mediterranean, connecting copper-rich Cyprus with major powers such as Egypt and the Minoan/Mycenaean areas on Crete. Scholars have argued that Cyprus was “the dominant producer and exporter of copper in the Late Bronze Age Mediterranean”[i], a position supported by extensive archaeological remains from mining and smelting sites across the island. Evidence from shipwrecks, most notably the Uluburun wreck demonstrates the sheer scale of copper movement, carrying shipments that, as Pulak notes, amounted to “one of the largest Bronze Age metal cargoes ever discovered”[ii]. Textual sources such as the Amarna Letters further show that copper exchange was tied to diplomacy and royal gift-giving, revealing how political relationships depended on the flow of raw materials. Taken together, these lines of evidence highlight the central role copper played in shaping economic and diplomatic structures across the Late Bronze Age Mediterranean. 
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Fig. 1. Map of major Late Bronze Age copper trade routes, showing Cyprus, Egypt, and Crete.
Background and Chronology
The Late Bronze Age copper trade flourished within an interlinked eastern Mediterranean world that stretched from the Aegean to the Levant and down into the Nile Valley. Its activity is generally placed between roughly 1550 and 1200 BC, a period when palace economies and expanding state systems created a growing demand for copper to supply workshops, armouries, and ritual centres. Although copper circulated widely, the network was held together by a few particularly influential regions. Cyprus, situated at the crossroads of maritime routes, became the chief producer, while Egypt and Crete acted as major consumers and redistributors. As Knapp observes, Cyprus’ location “allowed it to mediate and channel metal flows between multiple cultural spheres”[iii], making geography itself a driving force behind the intensity of this exchange.
Cyprus’ prominence was also tied to the political landscape of the era. The island’s communities developed complex urban centres, such as Enkomi and Kition, during the Late Cypriot period, and these towns likely coordinated aspects of mining and export. Their rise coincided with the increasing centralisation of authority in Egypt's New Kingdom and the expansion of palace systems in the Aegean. The synchronisation of these developments created a tightly connected economic environment. Egypt, which depended heavily on imported copper, drew much of its supply from Cyprus, while the Minoan and later Mycenaean administrations on Crete relied on maritime trade routes that linked them to east Mediterranean suppliers. In this sense, the geography and political rhythms of the Late Bronze Age reinforced one another, establishing a system that not only moved materials but also shaped diplomatic relationships across the region.
The chronological framework is marked by phases of stability interrupted by episodes of disruption. The early part of the period saw increased standardisation of trade goods, with oxhide ingots appearing in consistent forms across multiple sites. By the 14th–13th centuries BC, the scale of copper distribution reached its height, echoing what Sherratt describes as “a period of intensified interregional integration unprecedented in earlier centuries”[iv]. This expansion persisted until the wider collapse of many eastern Mediterranean states around 1200 BCE, a turning point that profoundly altered the organisation of copper exchange. Nevertheless, the Late Bronze Age remains the era in which copper circulation reached its most complex and far-reaching form, defining the economic character of the region for centuries.
Copper production in Cyprus
Cyprus was the central engine of copper production in the Late Bronze Age, and its landscape preserves some of the clearest archaeological indicators of large-scale extraction and processing in the eastern Mediterranean. The Troodos Mountains contained rich copper-bearing ore deposits, and numerous mining installations, such as those at Apliki, Skouriotissa, and Kalinikion show evidence of long-term exploitation. Excavations have revealed extensive slag heaps, fragments of tuyeres, furnace remains, and mining tools, all pointing to highly organised and technologically sophisticated metallurgical activity. The sheer scale of production is underscored by Muhly’s remark that Cyprus possessed “the most intensive and coordinated copper industry known anywhere in the Late Bronze Age world”[v]. This industrial character set Cyprus apart, enabling it to supply immense quantities of copper to neighbouring regions.
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Fig. 2. View of ancient copper mining zones in the Troodos Mountains, Cyprus.
Smelting practices on the island became increasingly standardised during the Late Cypriot period, supported by growing urban centres that appear to have managed or supervised metallurgical output. Settlements such as Enkomi, the best-known of these towns, demonstrate complex workshop areas where metalworkers produced everything from raw ingots to finished objects. The concentration of metallurgical debris within such urban contexts suggests that copper was not merely a local commodity but a cornerstone of the island’s economy. Kassianidou notes that the close association between settlements and smelting installations indicates a system in which copper production was “embedded in broader social and political structures rather than being an isolated craft”[vi]. This integration likely contributed to the island’s ability to maintain consistent export quantities throughout the Late Bronze Age.
One of the most distinctive products of Cypriot metallurgy was the oxhide ingot, a standardised form that appears across countless eastern Mediterranean archaeological contexts. These large, rectangular copper ingots with flanged “handles” became the preferred shipping format for bulk metal transport. Their widespread distribution, and their appearance on key shipwrecks such as Uluburun, highlights the central role Cyprus played in shaping Mediterranean exchange systems. Analytical studies, particularly lead isotope analysis, have linked many oxhide ingots directly to Cypriot ore sources, reinforcing their cultural and economic association with the island. As Yalçin and colleagues emphasise, oxhide ingots constitute “a technological signature of Cypriot copper, recognisable across the entire Late Bronze Age trade sphere”[vii]. Their recognisability suggests that merchants and state officials across the Mediterranean understood the value and reliability of Cypriot metal, integrating it into administrative systems, workshops, and diplomatic gift cycles.
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Fig. 3. Late Bronze Age copper oxhide ingot, typical of Cypriot production.
Copper consumption and redistribution
 Egypt depended heavily on imported copper throughout the Late Bronze Age, using it to supply palace workshops, temple industries, military equipment, and large-scale building projects. Much of this copper likely originated from Cyprus, arriving through both diplomatic exchange and commercial transactions. Egyptian documents, including tomb scenes and administrative texts, frequently depict foreign metals being presented to the pharaoh. In several Amarna Letters, Egypt’s partners reference copper shipments directly, highlighting the political value of the material; one letter from the king of Alashiya assures the pharaoh that “I send to you good copper, as much as you desire”[i]. Archaeological remains of metalworking installations at sites such as Amarna and Pi-Ramesses further demonstrate the extent of Egypt’s reliance on imported copper for state-sponsored craft production.
On Crete, both the Minoan palatial administration and later Mycenaean authorities incorporated copper into their redistributive systems. Workshops at Knossos, Malia, and Zakros contain moulds, crucibles, and bronze tools, indicating a well-established tradition of local crafting supported by imported raw materials. Linear B tablets from Knossos mention copper and copper-workers, showing that metal was formally tracked by the palace bureaucracy. As Gale and Stos-Gale note, the close chemical match between many Aegean artefacts and Cypriot ores demonstrates that Late Bronze Age Cretan elites “depended upon regular shipments of Cypriot metal to sustain their industries”[ii]. This integration of foreign copper into local production highlights the island’s role as a receiver and redistributor of materials within wider Mediterranean networks.
Evidence for Interregional Exchange
Some of the strongest proof for long-distance copper movement comes from Late Bronze Age shipwrecks, which preserve their cargoes with remarkable clarity. The Uluburun wreck, dated to the late 14th century BCE, carried more than 300 copper oxhide ingots, almost all Cypriot origin, along with tin, glass, ivory, and luxury goods. Its cargo demonstrates the scale and diversity of Late Bronze Age maritime trade. As Pulak notes, the assemblage represents “a microcosm of the international exchange system of the period”[iii]. Another key site, the Cape Gelidonya wreck, shows a smaller, more craft-oriented cargo and has been interpreted as the belongings of itinerant metalworkers moving between workshops. Together, these shipwrecks illustrate how copper circulated not only as raw ingots but also as part of wider packages of materials, technologies, and artisans.
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Fig. 4. Reconstruction of the Uluburun shipwreck cargo, including copper oxhide ingots.
Copper oxhide ingots appear across the eastern Mediterranean, in Crete, the Levant, Egypt, and Anatolia, indicating a shared system of transport and standardisation. The broad consistency in their size and shape suggests a common manufacturing tradition linked closely to Cypriot production. Chemical and lead isotope analyses have strengthened this connection; many ingots match ore signatures from the Troodos region. According to Stos-Gale, such analyses show that “a large proportion of the oxhide ingots found across the Mediterranean originate from Cypriot deposits”[iv]. Their distribution pattern underscores the centrality of Cyprus within Late Bronze Age exchange networks.
Advances in scientific methods have helped clarify the origins and movement of copper throughout the Late Bronze Age. Lead isotope studies, trace-element analysis, and metallographic examinations have allowed researchers to link artefacts to specific mining zones with increasing precision. These methods reveal complex patterns of circulation, some artefacts travelled long distances, while others remained within regional craft systems. As Begemann and colleagues point out, metallurgical science offers “a direct means of reconstructing prehistoric trade routes through the chemical signatures of metals”[v]. This has enabled archaeologists to map how copper moved between production zones, consumption centres, and coastal redistribution hubs.
Scholarship and interpretations
Modern interpretations of the Late Bronze Age copper trade emphasise how deeply interconnected Mediterranean societies had become by the 14th–13th centuries BCE. Much of the scholarship focuses on the degree of political and economic coordination behind copper production and distribution. Knapp has argued that Cypriot copper formed part of “a tightly managed system of resource control that linked producers, traders, and state authorities”[vi], suggesting a level of organisation that exceeded simple market exchange. This view contrasts with approaches that stress more flexible, multi-layered networks of merchants, envoys, and artisans. Sherratt, for example, highlights the “complex mosaic of formal and informal channels”[vii] through which copper circulated, implying that trade operated on overlapping diplomatic, commercial, and craft-based levels.
Debates also concern the scale of Cypriot production and its impact on surrounding states. Some scholars interpret the sheer volume of exported metal as evidence that Cyprus played a disproportionately influential role in regional politics, while others propose that the island’s position was more contingent, shaped by shifts in Aegean and Near Eastern power. Recent scientific studies, especially isotope analysis, have strengthened arguments for Cyprus’ dominant contribution, but they have also revealed subtle variations in ore sources, complicating earlier models. Ultimately, most modern interpretations converge on the idea that copper exchange was fundamental to sustaining the economic and political structures of the Late Bronze Age.
Legacy and impact
The Late Bronze Age copper trade left a lasting imprint on Mediterranean economic and political development. Its networks encouraged sustained contact between regions that might otherwise have remained isolated, creating long-term patterns of maritime exchange that persisted into the Iron Age. The prominence of Cyprus as a metal supplier shaped its later historical trajectory, influencing settlement patterns and external relations well beyond the Bronze Age collapse. Many scholars argue that the interconnectedness fostered by copper exchange laid the groundwork for subsequent commercial systems; as Liverani observes, the period created “a structural framework of interdependence that later economies continued to exploit”[viii]. Even after the disruptions around 1200 BCE, the memory and mechanisms of this trade contributed to the emergence of new trading states, demonstrating that copper circulation helped define the broader economic landscape of the eastern Mediterranean.
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