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Abstract 

In this dissertation I examine the Hand of Prêles (Switzerland), found in a Middle 

Bronze Age tumulus grave, through the perspectives of new materialism, 

posthumanism and assemblage theory. Moving beyond traditional interpretations 

that show the Hand as a symbol of male power, this dissertation explores the dynamic 

relations surrounding the Hand’s materiality and considerations of disability and 

bodily understanding in the Bronze Age. 

A new materialist approach emphasises the characteristics of bronze, showing how 

its properties shape the manufacturing processes and how the resulting casting 

imperfections reflect the material’s unpredictability. Posthumanism poses questions 

about the Hand’s relation to the body, prosthetic functions, disability and the 

meaning of bodily wholeness. Assemblage theory synthesises these perspectives, 

perceiving the Hand as part of an interconnected network that includes human and 

non-human agents. 

This dissertation moves away from speculations about who the person in the grave 

was and rather investigates what alternative interpretations may be explored 

through the lens of the theoretical approaches outlined above. By challenging the 

narrative of the Hand as belonging to a warrior king this thesis proposes that the 

Hand may not be a prestige object of power. By treating the object as an active 

participant in multiple relations, I suggest that relational approaches can generate a 

more nuanced and socially relevant understanding of BA objects. 

 

Wordcount: 10’682 
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1. Introduction 

In October 2017, two unauthorised metal detectorists brought an unusual find to the 

Archaeological Service of the Canton of Bern (ADB), a bronze hand with a golden cuff 

and a bronze dagger, discovered two days earlier near Prêles, Switzerland (Figure 1-1; 

Figure 2-4) (Schaer, et al., 2019, p. 57). Investigations revealed that it had been placed 

in a Middle Bronze Age (MBA) Tumulus burial of a man. The Hand has since featured 

in international exhibitions and was named one of the top 10 discoveries of the year 

(Powell, et al., 2019). It remains the oldest known anthropomorphic bronze object in 

Europe known to date (Schaer, et al., 2019). In 2019, a roundtable meeting about the 

Hand was held in Bern (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Ur- und Frühgeschichte, 2019), 

leading to a book presenting the main findings of ongoing research (Schaer, et al., 

2021). This book, other publications, the special exhibition in the Bernisches 

Historisches Museum (Historic Museum Bern) (BHM) and personal communications 

with researchers provide the primary sources for this dissertation.  

First, I shall give an overview of the current state of research on the Hand including 

its chronological and geographic context, material and manufacture, burial and 

associated grave goods, and current interpretations. Based on this, I have identified 

some areas with potential for further investigation: materiality and the Hand in 

relation to the body. These aspects will be explored through new materialism and 

posthumanism. I will also briefly outline debates on these approaches and their 

relevance to the Hand and a wider discourse, before concluding with a discussion and 

outlook. 

When capitalised, “Hand” refers specifically to the Hand of Prêles; lowercase “hand” 

denotes hands in general. The nearby lake may be called Biel (German) or Bienne 

(French), as it is in the bilingual region of Switzerland. The plates are inspired by 

dialogues formats used in archaeological debates (Crellin, et al., 2020) and aim to 

humorously illustrate different perspectives. The human remains in the burial have 

been identified as male; I shall therefore use male pronouns strictly to indicate 
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biological sex and for simplicity, without further implications regarding gender 

identity. 

 

Figure 1-1: The Hand and associated grave goods. Not shown are the ceramic pieces and animal bones (Schaer, 
2021, p. 19) 
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2. Literature review  

The term Bronze Age (BA) was introduced in the nineteenth century as part of the 

“Three-Age System”, developed by Danish archaeologist Christian Jürgensen 

Thomsen (Darvill, 2010, p. 458). In Central Europe it dates roughly from 2200 BCE to 

800 BCE, between the Neolithic/Chalcolithic and the Iron Age (Primas, 2007).  

While the Three-Age-System has significantly shaped prehistoric classification, it has 

also sparked debates since its publication (Rowley-Conwy, 2007; Pentz, et al., 2011; 

LP, 2020). Criticism include Eurocentrism and a tendency to suggest a linear 

interpretation of technological progress (Kienlin, 2013; Kanjanajuntorn, 2020; Jesse, 

2025). Furthermore, the chronology of Stone-Bronze-Iron has been readjusted for 

different geographic regions over time (Roberts, et al., 2013).  

In Switzerland, archaeologists long relied on the southern German BA chronology by 

Reinecke (Reinecke, 1924; Rychner, 1998; Della Casa, 2013; Pavuk, et al., 2019; 

Brunner, et al., 2020). However, this has since been refined for the Alpine region by 

David-Elbiali (Figure 2-1) (David, et al., 2017; David-Elbiali, 2000). This updated 

scheme is the chronological system for the analysis of the Hand. 

 

Figure 2-1: Relative Chronology of the Swiss MBA. Marked the phase to which the Hand belongs. After (Ballmer, 
et al., 2021, p. 61) 
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2.1. The Bronze Hand of Prêles: current research 

The object is a bronze cast of a right hand, slightly smaller than that of a 

contemporary adult (Table 2-1). At discovery, the fingers were broken off the palm. 

A socket is present at the wrist, though broken at the back (Figure 2-2; Figure 2-3). A 

gold sheet cuff with circular decorations is fixed at the wrist using an organic glue. 

The overlap shows that the decorations were added after the cuff was fixed in place 

(Schaer, 2019, p. 305). 

Table 2-1: The Hand in numbers 

Weight (without fingers) 502 gr. 

Length from wrist to tip of middle finger 17,8 cm. 

Width of palm with thumb  9 cm. 

Diameter of socket 5,5 cm. 

Depth of socket 6,4 cm. 

Width of Gold cuff  3-4,1 cm. 

 

Figure 2-2: Front and back view of the Hand (Schaer, 2021, p. 9)



P a g e  | 6 

 

 
199048881 - DISSERTATION|A theoretical approach to the Hand of Prêles

 

Figure 2-3: Detailed drawing of the Hand (Schaer, et al., 2021, pp. 26-27) 
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2.1.1. Discovery and first analysis 

The Hand and the associated burial remains were found near the village of Prêles, on 

the northern shore of Lake Bienne/Biel in the Canton of Bern (Figure 2-5). Because of 

the illegal circumstances of its recovery, questions arose about the find’s 

authenticity; some grave goods may have been lost. The dagger was typologically 

dated to the Swiss MBA, following the David-Elbiali BA chronology (Figure 2-1) (David-

Elbiali, 2000). Radiocarbon dating of organic glue between the golden cuff and the 

Hand suggests a date between 1506 and 1428 calBC, confirming the Hand’s 

authenticity (Schaer, 2021, p. 11). 

 

 

Figure 2-4: The Hand when it was delivered to the Archaeological Service (Schaer, 2021, p. 8) 
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Figure 2-5: Place of discovery of the hand (Schaer, et al., 2019, p. 57). 

2.1.2. Geographic context and settlements 

In Switzerland, archaeology is organised by Canton, meaning that MBA settlement 

studies are geographically restricted to the Canton of Bern (Figure 2-7) (Aellen, et al., 

2025; Aellen & Heitz, 2025 ). Prêles, near Lake Biel, lies on a key trade route 

connecting the Mediterranean and the North Sea via the Rhône, Lake Geneva, Lake 

Biel, the Aare, and the Rhine (Figure 2-5). The region's temperate continental climate 

and fertile land makes it suitable for agriculture and settlement (Della Casa, 2013; 

Ebersbach, 2015).  

The grave is situated on the Plateau de Diesse in Prêles, overlooking Lake Biel with 

panoramic views of the Alps (Figure 2-6). Its prominent location suggests a deliberate 

and possibly symbolic placement. 

During the MBA, lakeshore pile dwellings were abandoned, possibly due to climate 

change (Della Casa, 2013) or unknown cultural factors, leading to a period once 

considered a "dark age" (Aellen & Heitz, 2025 ). However, recent research has 
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identified MBA settlements in inland valleys and hillsides (Figure 2-8) (Maise, et al., 

2024). To date, no settlements have been found near the grave (Ballmer, et al., 2021), 

and the main finds in the area from the MBA are graves and hoards (Figure 2-9).  

However, the ongoing Projekt Twannberg-Meteorit, a metal detector survey to find 

remains of a 160,000-year-old meteorite, has already revealed archaeological finds 

(Hofmann, et al., 2016) and holds potential for future discoveries on the Prêles 

plateau (Prado, 2021). The most recent dataset of all BA finds in the Canton of Bern, 

that are known to date, shows a growing number of finds in the Prêles area since 

2021 (Figure 2-9; Figure 2-10) (Aellen, et al., 2025). 

 

Figure 2-6: View from the plateau where the Hand was found (Schaer, et al., 2021, p. 0). 
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Figure 2-7: Map of BA sites in the Canton of Bern (Aellen, et al., 2025) 

 

 



P a g e  | 11 

 

 
199048881 - DISSERTATION|A theoretical approach to the Hand of Prêles

 

Figure 2-8: Settlements from the MBA in Switzerland (Maise, et al., 2024, p. 15) 

 

Figure 2-9: MBA finds from the area. Red are graves, 1 is the Hand of Prêles (Ballmer, et al., 2021, p. 63) 



P a g e  | 12 

 

 
199048881 - DISSERTATION|A theoretical approach to the Hand of Prêles

 

Figure 2-10: The MBA in the Canton of Bern (Aellen, et al., 2025) 

 

2.1.3. Material: Provenience of metal and trade  

Key themes in the BA include trade networks and the emergence of elites (Shennan, 

1982). Some scholars argue that the increasing control of trade and accumulation of 

rare goods, resulted in the formation of an elite, thereby equating growing trade with 

the rise of civilisation (Shennan, 1993; Kristiansen & Larsson, 2005, p. 113; 

Kristiansen, 2010; Earle, et al., 2015; Kristiansen, 2018). This view, however, has been 

criticised as a projection of modern capitalist ideas onto the past (Brück, 2006; Brück 

& Fontijn, 2013; Crellin, 2020, p. 234; Kay, 2021; Brück, 2023). 

Metallurgical analysis of the Hand examined the provenance of copper, bronze, and 

gold in comparison with known BA artefacts (Senn, et al., 2021). Metal samples were 

tested using inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES) for 

lead and tin isotopes. Comparative data came from two major databases: 950 Swiss 

BA bronze objects (Rychner & Kläntschi, 1995) and 4000 gold objects from the 

European Neolithic to the Iron Age (Hartmann, 1970; Hartmann, 1982). 
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Results indicate that the gold did not originate from Switzerland. The bronze of the 

Hand shows a higher tin content than the other grave goods, and the copper derives 

from multiple sources, suggesting long-distance trade (Figure 2-11) (Senn, et al., 

2021, p. 56). The bronze may have been recycled (pers. comm. Barbara Beck, 

University of Geneva). Overall, the composition aligns with other Swiss BA artefacts 

(Senn, et al., 2021). Isotopic research on the gold's provenance is ongoing at the 

University of Geneva (pers. comm. Barbara Beck and Kaltrina Igrishta). I shall examine 

these materials in greater detail in chapter three. 

 

Figure 2-11: Trade routes during the BA. Panel of the BHM exhibit. Photo by the author 

2.1.4. Material: Manufacturing and conservation 

Experimental archaeology suggests that the Hand was most likely cast in a double 

stone mould with a stone inlay for the socket (Multimedia 2-1; Figure 2-12) (Binggeli 

& Schaer, 2025). Today, the Hand shows the characteristic green corrosion of aged 

bronze (Brechbühl, 2021), but it would have been golden when newly made (Figure 

2-13). The dagger shows use-wear and traces of animal remains, indicating storage in 

a leather or skin sheath. 
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Surface analysis reveals line marks on the inner side of the Hand and cuff (Figure 

2-14), while the back is polished. Corrosion at the socket indicates it was broken prior 

to burial, unlike the fingers, which were damaged during or after recovery (Schaer, 

2019). As the corrosion is currently stable, conservators have opted not to apply 

chemical treatments, such as benzotriazole or acrylic resin (Brechbühl, 2021).  

Manufacturing flaws in the Hand have been interpreted as evidence of local 

production (Meller, 2021). I will discuss this interpretation, together with 

experimental archaeology and the properties of bronze more in detail in chapter 

three and four.  

 

Figure 2-12: Experimental cast by metal specialist Markus Binggeli to recreate the Hand during an exhibit in the 
BHM. Photo by the author. 
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Multimedia 2-1: Facebook (BHM) reel to experimental casting of the Hand (click to view) 

 

Figure 2-13: Speculative recreation of the dagger and the Hand by Markus Binggeli. Photo by the author. 
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Figure 2-14: A) the Hand palm under the binocular 25:1. B) gold cuff under polarising light 25:1. C) Schematic 
drawing of manufacturing lines on Hand and cuff (Brechbühl, 2021, p. 37). 

2.1.5. The body and the burial  

European BA burials show significant variations (Harding, 2011, p. 339). In the MBA, 

the emergence of Tumuli (burial mounds) is particularly evident in Central Europe, 

leading to the term Hügelgräberzeit (Tumulus Age) (David-Elbiali, 1998; Harding, 

2011; Kähler Holst, 2013).  

The Hand was discovered in a Tumulus grave, built over an earlier stone structure of 

unknown function (Boschetti & Schaer, 2019). Only 16,2% of the poorly preserved 

human skeleton, identified as a male aged 25–45 at death, has been recovered 

(Figure 2-16. Due to the fragmentary remains, no further conclusions about health or 

lifestyle were possible (Schaer, 2021, p. 18). While sex determination could be 

questioned, the anthropologist who examined the cranium and pelvis considered the 

male identification reliable (pers. comm. Sandra Lösch, University of Bern). 

Radiocarbon testing dates the bones to the fifteenth century BCE, contemporaneous 

with the Hand (Schaer, 2021, p. 13). Grave goods included ceramic fragments, animal 

bones (cattle, pig, sheep/goat), likely offerings, and metal objects: a decorated 

bronze needle, a bronze dagger with copper rivets, a bronze curl ring and a few gold 

fragments (Figure 1-1; Figure 2-15; Figure 2-17) (Schaer, 2021, p. 18; Senn, et al., 

2021).  
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No right-hand bones were found. The Hand was placed in the anatomical correct 

location (Figure 2-15) prompting interpretations of it as a prosthesis (Figure 2-23). 

Some suggest that it was a warrior losing his sword hand (Trustees of the British 

Museum, 2022) and being honoured with this prestigious Hand replacement (Figure 

2-18). I am challenging this interpretation as lacking archaeological evidence and 

being rather simplistic. Alternative perspectives of the Hand as a prothesis will be 

explored in later chapters.  

 

 

Figure 2-15: Layout of the grave. Orange=bone. Green=bronze. Red=Gold. 1 Ring. 2 Needle. 3 Little finger. 4 Gold 
fragments. 5 Approximate placement of the hand (Busse, 2024) 
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Figure 2-16: Red: recovered bones. Green: Bones with bronze patina (Schaer, 2021, p. 19) 
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Figure 2-17: The dagger, the needle and the ring (Schaer, et al., 2021, p. 28). 

 

 

Figure 2-18: Panel in the exhibit of the BHM, where they propose the Prosthesis theory. Photo by the author 

 

2.1.6. Power symbolism: Comparison to other MBA finds 

Several MBA graves have been discovered in the Swiss lake region (Figure 2-9), many 

similar ones including supine inhumations and, with the exception of the Hand, 

comparable grave goods to the grave of Prêles (needles, daggers) (Ballmer, et al., 
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2021, p. 68). Using a hierarchical system of male status based on grave goods, first 

defined by Fischer and later refined by Meller (Figure 2-19) (Fischer, 1997; Meller, 

2017), researchers have suggested that the grave of Prêles should contain an axe or 

sword (Ballmer, et al., 2021; Schaer, 2021; Boschetti, 2024). This expectation, 

however, seems moot. Swords are exceedingly rare in the region (Aellen, et al., 2025), 

and the uniqueness of the Hand makes it complicated to expect certain grave goods 

and to draw conclusions about the individual's social status.  

 

Figure 2-19: Hierarchies based on grave goods for the Bronze Age Únetice Culture (Meller, 2017) 

2.1.7. Power symbolism: Hand symbols in wider archaeological context 

The find of a bronze hand in a grave of this period is unique. Hand symbolism appears 

in Scandinavian BA rock art (Sorensen, 2010; Hansen, 2020) and a terracotta hand 

was found in Eastern Europe (Gogaltan, et al., 2015). Most bronze hands date to later 

periods, such as the Mediterranean Iron Age (Trinco & Battisti, 2023) (Aiestaran, et 

al., 2024) or the Austrian Hallstatt period (Schaer, 2019, p. 315). The only other 

contemporary bronze hand known to date is from a grave in Anyang (China) (Schaer, 

2021, p. 23) 

In the BHM, visitors were invited to vote on possible meanings of the Hand 

(Multimedia 2-2; Figure 2-22; Figure 2-23). Yet given the scarcity of contemporary 
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parallels, symbolic interpretations remain highly speculative. The hand as a symbol 

of authority, however, recurs throughout European history, from Roman times 

(Figure 2-20) to Nazi Germany (Figure 2-24). A notable example is the Iron Hand of 

Götz von Berlichingen, a medieval knight popularised by Goethe, whose prosthesis 

still appears on the coat of arms of his home village (Figure 2-21) (Gemeinde 

Jagsthausen, 2025). Such associations lend themselves to assumptions of the Hand 

being a comparable symbol of power. The question, however, is whether this 

interpretation is supported by archaeological evidence or rather projects symbolic 

meaning from later periods onto the BA.  

 

Figure 2-20: Reconstruction of a Roman signum militare (Imperium Romanum, 2025) 
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Figure 2-21: Coat of arms of Jagsthausen (Gemeinde Jagsthausen, 2025). 

 

Figure 2-22: A wall in the Bronze Hand Exhibit in the BHM showing different hands. Photo by the author 
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Figure 2-23: Results of the visitors vote on what the Hand was in the BHM. Currently the prosthesis is winning. The 
author voted (not too be taken too seriously) for the backscratcher.  

 

Multimedia 2-2: Video of the different (humorous) possibilities proposed in the BHM of the Hand. LINK 
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2.2. The Bronze Hand of Prêles: current interpretations 

While recently  Swiss archaeologists have adopted new materialist, assemblage, and 

posthumanist approaches (Schreiber, 2018) and are increasingly engaging with 

political, social, and gender issues (Röder, 2012), in their overall archaeological 

interpretations they follow traditional models of the BA and show a certain 

reluctance to adopt overly political views. This is possibly due to the influence by the 

German archaeological tradition (Gramsch, 2006; Veit, 2025). For a more detailed 

perspective on archaeological tradition in Switzerland see appendix 1. 

2.2.1. The Hand as a religious symbol 

Drawing on Bell’s Ritual theory (Bell, 1989; Bell, 1991), Ballmer et.al. speculate that 

removing objects from their everyday context signals ritualisation aimed at 

expressing collective identity. In this reading, the Hand functions as a religious 

symbol, reinforcing collective memory and legitimising the owner’s power (Ballmer, 

et al., 2021). However, Bell’s theories have been criticised for being dualistic and 

assuming ritualisation as a universal phenomenon (Grimes, 2004). 

Another interpretation by Znoj (2021), based on Hertz’s study of religious polarity 

(Hertz, 1909), highlights the Hand being right-handed. In Hertz’s model, the right 

hand represents the sacred, and the left the profane - a binary classification he 

deemed universal in “primitive” societies. Znoj applies this logic to draw conclusions 

on moral and religious values in the MBA Switzerland (Znoj, 2021). Yet this reading 

overlooks Hertz’s later work towards a post-dualist approach advocating 

ambidexterity (Kushner, 2013).  

Cartesian dualisms, named after the seventeenth-century French scientist René 

Descartes, describe the tendency to explain the world through binary oppositions, 

such as mind/body, nature/culture, or artificial/natural. This framework has deeply 

influenced Western science across various disciplines until today (Harris & Robb, 

2013) 
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However, in recent decades, dualist thinking has been increasingly challenged in 

fields such as philosophy (Possamai, 2013; Mendie & Udofia, 2018) psychiatry 

(Ventriglio & Bhugra, 2015) or medicine (Mehta, 2011; Corell, 2022) as well as 

archaeology (Harris & Cipolla, 2017; Crellin, 2020; Cipolla, et al., 2021). A key criticism 

is that dualistic thinking limits the understanding of the world by reducing it to fixed 

categories. It assumes these binary oppositions are natural, universal, and timeless 

(Harris & Cipolla, 2017, p. 32). Both approaches by Ballmer and Znoj rely on dualist 

and universalist assumptions that risk projecting modern Western perspectives onto 

the past (Harris & Cipolla, 2017, p. 22; Harris, 2018). For my interpretative approach 

to the Hand, detailed in chapter three and four, I will choose theoretical approaches 

that favour a non-dualist perspective. 

2.2.2. The Hand within cultural networks 

Since its discovery, the Hand is featured in discussions on BA social stratification and 

wealth (Schaefer-Di-Maida, et al., 2024), trade networks (Bunnefeld, et al., 2023) and 

Italian Iron Age bronze hands and feet (Trinco & Battisti, 2023). Meller (2021) situates 

the Hand within broader cultural networks, drawing parallels to objects from Syria 

and Abydos (Egypt). He suggests the Hand may reflect how foreign ideas have been 

imported to Swiss territory (Meller, 2021). Trade contacts did indeed exist in BA 

Central Europe, Egypt and the Middle East (Kristiansen, 2018) making mutual 

influence possible. 

2.2.3. The Hand as a symbol of power 

The Hand has played a prominent role in national and international exhibitions. In 

Prêles, a painted 3D replica of the Hand is exhibited at the local school (Figure 2-27) 

(Amt für Kultur, 2023; Rochat & Brechbühl, 2024), fostering public engagement and 

local pride among the village’s 900 residents (pers. comm. Christine Grandjean, 

Village administration Prêles) (Troehler, 2018). The prevailing narratives in 

internationally renowned Museums, however, is one around power. In both the 

temporary exhibit “the Rings of Power” in the Landesmuseum für Vorgeschichte in 

Halle, renowned for the Nebra Sky Disc, as well as in the exhibition “The world of 

Stonehenge” of the British Museum, the Hand was presented as a warrior’s 
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prosthesis and emblem of power (Schaer, 2019; Trustees of the British Museum, 

2022; Landesmuseum für Vorgeschichte, 2025).  

From 2022 until 2025, the Hand was displayed in the special exhibition “And then 

came Bronze!” in the BHM Bern, Switzerland (Bernisches Historisches Museum, 

2022) which also provides the starting point for my own theoretical reflections. The 

museum has proposed three interpretations: the Hand as an object of power, a 

religious symbol or a prosthesis (Multimedia 2-3).  

The prosthesis narrative is framed around a warrior king who lost his sword hand and 

is illustrated with BA weaponry. Yet the weapons displayed were at least 500 years 

older or younger than the Hand, and no archaeological evidence for contemporary 

warfare in the region has yet been found (Aellen, et al., 2025). I will return to the 

aspect of prosthetics in chapters three and four. 

The prevailing interpretation is that the Hand was as symbol of power, representing 

the authority of a male ruler. The society he governed appears to have accepted his 

leadership, as indicated by the Hand being placed in his grave, likely as a symbol of 

status and legitimacy (Wälti, 2018; SRF Schweiz Aktuell, 2019; Ballmer, et al., 2021; 

Schaer, 2021; Bern History Museum, 2024; Schaefer-Di-Maida, et al., 2024). Overall, 

the BHM situated the Hand within narratives of technological innovation, emerging 

inequality, male leadership and warfare in the BA (Wandfluh, 2024).  

The way of how men and women are represented continues to show a tendency to 

attribute power to men and a less powerful role to women (Knüsel, 2002; Jones, 

2011, p. 70; Harris & Cipolla, 2017, p. 56; Wemhoff, 2021; Landesmuseum für 

Vorgeschichte, 2025). The BA grave in Thun (Switzerland) was identified as male, 

based solely on grave goods (guided visit to the Hand exhibit in the BHM 2025). This 

practice is frequent but has also been proven to be occasionally wrong, the female 

Viking warrior of Birka being the most famous example (Price, et al., 2019).   

One can therefore argue that the attribution of power in the BA appears to be driven 

less by evidence than by modern bias. Harris et.al suggest that the archaeological 
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evidence does not always support the idea of a stratified society in the BA, but that 

we rather see “different ways of organizing more or less egalitarian societies” (Harris, 

et al., 2013, p. 66). In Prêles, no palaces, fortifications, or stratified settlements have 

been found (Aellen, et al., 2025) and the grave, apart from the Hand, shows no clear 

insignia of power. So it stands to argue why archaeologists and curators are so keen 

to assign the same meaning to the Hand as they would to a crown, especially since 

the two prevailing theories, the Hand being a symbol of power or a prothesis, are 

clearly offering opportunities to challenge preconceived notions around the royal 

body, the disabled body, and their relations to physical and social power. I will get 

back to the question of disability in chapter three and four.  

Given that we have limited evidence on social organisation in MBA Switzerland, it 

would be wrong simply to assume a hierarchical or monarchical system reminiscent 

of our own structures. The archaeological evidence can offer alternative 

interpretations. Corrosion shows that the socket was already broken in the soil and 

had not been repaired (Figure 2-2) (Schaer, 2019, p. 317; Schaer, 2021). If the 

breaking was intentional, it would have required considerable force or application of 

heat, which is not detectable archaeologically (Knight, 2019).  

Deliberately breaking bronze objects was not unusual in the BA. The deliberate 

destruction of bronze objects, especially those associated to power and warfare, such 

as spears (Mörtz, 2018) and swords have been seen as a symbolic destruction of the 

power they represent (Nebelsick, 2000, p. 166). 

Following these thoughts, it would be tempting to tell the story of a BA freedom 

fighter, such as the Mythical Willhelm Tell, whose legend begins with an act of 

defiance against an object of power (see appendix 2 for more details). In this 

alternative narrative, a figure of a freedom fighter broke the Hand, the symbol of an 

oppressive power he defeated and was then buried and honoured with it by the 

egalitarian society he helped create. There is as much archaeological evidence for this 

narrative as there is for the much-loved warrior king. The latter, currently prevailing 

narrative seems popular mostly because it reflects our own biases and preferences 

for strong male leaders, something which makes this narrative harmful. 
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Narratives about the past are political because they shape present ideologies 

(McGuire, 2008; Matthews, 2009; The Black Trowel Collective, 2016; Ion & Barrett, 

2016; Angelbeck, et al., 2018; Johnson, 2019; Graeber & Wengrow, 2021; Cipolla, et 

al., 2024, p. 3; Politopoulos, et al., 2024; Crellin, 2025). Narratives of a BA king make 

power structures and inequality appear unchanging and timeless. How the Hand is 

represented in mainstream media reinforces this myth of male kingship. 

The raising of the right hand, symbolically or otherwise, should not automatically 

become a symbol of power; the history of twentieth-century Germany warns us 

against such readings (Figure 2-24). Arguably, many actions by present day men in 

power, marked by warmongering and authoritarian structures demand critical 

scrutiny: the renaming of the US Department of Defence to the Department of War, 

Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, the War in Gaza, the male-driven rise of right wing 

populism in Europe (Figure 2-25; Figure 2-26) (Mehring, et al., 2025), to name a few. 

To accept the King of Prêles without questioning, reflects how uncritically our society 

accepts male power today, and the ease with which this narrative is embraced only 

reveals how easily our society continues to naturalise male authority, even when it 

should be resisted. 

By choosing alternative approaches, such as materiality and a focus on the body, I 

aim to propose different perspectives and interpretations for the Hand. I will 

elaborate on those in the following chapter. 
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Figure 2-24: Reichstag Session 19. July 1940 (Hitler and his government). Bundesarchiv. Wikimedia commons. 
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Figure 2-25: Elon Musk at a Trump Inauguration celebration (Wright, 2025) 

 

Figure 2-26: Image from an anti-Trump protest in June 2025 Photo Giorgio Viera/AFP/Getty Images  

 

 

 




