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ÜBERBLICK

The wrist is one of the most complex joints in the human body. It enables movements such as
rotation and bending of the hand, stabilizing it at the same time. For the activities of daily life it
is inevitably needed. But why is a wrist the topic of discussion in an archeological context? It
can tell quite a lot about the living conditions of the people of whom only bones and grave
goods are preserved. The case of an adult male skeleton with a wrist fused into a solid block,
buried in a kurgan in Mayemer, Kazakhstan (86–242 AD, 95.4% cal.), reveals interesting
information on his way of life.

Carpal fusion is an occasional finding in the archaeological record. It can be the result of many
different diseases, e.g., congenital diseases, rheumatic diseases (spondylarthropathy, and
rheumatoid arthritis), infectious diseases, and trauma.

RAUM & ZEIT

FORSCHUNG

METHODS

The site of Mayemer in Eastern Kazakhstan was excavated in 2010 by a German-Kazakhian
team. Four Kurgans were excavated, dating from the 4th century BC to the 2nd century AD.
The male skeleton was buried next to another young male in Object 4. Radiocarbon dating
puts it at 86–242 cal. AD (95.4%) (Poz-64502). Sex and age estimation using standard
anthropological methods suggested a male of 25–35 years of age. Preservation of the skeleton
was very poor, which made diagnosis even more challenging. The most striking pathological
feature of the skeleton was an ankylosis of the carpals and the second and third metacarpals
of the right hand. The examination was undertaken with the use of a magnifying glass. Plain
film radiography (Faxitron 43,805N by Hewlett-Packard at the German Archaeological Institute,
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Berlin) and computed tomography (Toshiba Aquillion One© CT, DICOM-reader© software at
the Charité, Berlin) aided the diagnosis.

KULTURERHALT

VERNETZUNG

ERGEBNISSE

Results

The results of the macroscopic examination, supported by plain radiography and computed
tomography, show evidence for a traumatic origin of the carpal fusion (see publication). In
combination with other features, the absence of the head of the capitate was the primary
reason for diagnosing this as a probable wrist fracture. The fracture pattern suggests it to be
the oldest case of a scaphocapitate fracture syndrome (followed by ankylosis), which is today
mainly found in young men involved in severe accidents. Although nowadays accidents may be
intensified by the use of machines (cars, machines at work, etc.), causing more severe trauma,
severe accidents would certainly have happened during the past. The young man sustained an
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accident, more severe than a ´normal´ fall on an outstretched hand. However, he seemed to
have belonged to a caring social group who looked after him until the fracture consolidated.
Once it had ankylosed, the wrist could be used again with probably only a limited handicap.
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