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Provenancing Metals Using Lead Isotopes:
Its Applications to the Mediterranean Area and Japan
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Provenancing Metals Using Lead Isotopes: lts Applications to the
Mediterranean Area and Japan

NAKAI Shun’ichi

Lead isotopes have been used as a tracer for provenancing metals since Brill first applied this
method in 1960s. Recently, Budd et al. (1995) proposed doubts on the validity of this approach.
This section reviews the discussions on the provenance of Late Bronze Age oxhide ingots excavated
around the Mediterranean. In addition, the author will consider how accurate provenance studies
are possible for Japanese archaeological metals.

Since large data base of lead isotopic compositions for copper and lead ores around the
Mediterranean were accumulated, it seems to be possible to put accurate geochemical constraints
on the provenance of the ingots. Gale et al. (1997) concluded that the ingots were made of copper
consistent with only one mining region in north Cyprus.

As for Japan, ore lead shows rather limited isotopic variations judging from data so far reported.
Thus, it may be more difficult to identify individual ores. However available data are still limited
and further accumulation of isotopic data is required to clarify if lead isotopes can distinguish
individual ores. Separation of Japanese ores from Asian continental ores is possible except a few
cases. It is important to accumulate lead isotopic database for Japanese archaeologically important

ores to achieve the two purposes.
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