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Daria Pezzoli-Olgiati and Christian Wessely

Materiality of Writing 
Reconsidering Religious Texts
Editorial

Before we can understand norms or read texts, as human beings we are in 
touch with things � we are born into a world full of objects.1 In the last few 
decades, the relationship between humans and things has attracted the at-
tention of many disciplines and approaches to culture in the humanities. The 
material turn has also in�uenced anthropological re�ection within �elds that 
specialise in religion, such as theology and the comparative study of religion.2 

Looking for things, their agencies, and material practices arising from the 
interaction between humans and objects allows more comprehensive insight 
into religious symbols systems, religious communities, and religious tradi-
tions.3 The substance, form, and colour of an artefact, the techniques for 
producing it, the possibilities for using, touching, wearing, or looking at it, 
the practices involving it, the ways of preserving, restoring, and destroying 
it or of passing it from one generation to another are fundamental aspects 
for us to consider when analysing and interpreting religions. Furthermore, a 
thing is not necessarily manufactured: materiality includes nature, organic 
and inorganic matter, vegetal and animal (including human) bodies. Analys-
ing material culture as a crucial aspect of religious communities, symbols, 
rituals, traditions, and di�usion processes means considering more than just 
the discursive power of words. Religion is not primarily a system of re�ection 
and philosophical pondering by means of texts; it is an existential experience. 
Religious beliefs and practices provide orientation around emotional, senso-
rial, corporeal, and aesthetic experiences. Yet, sacred texts and the commen-
taries they have inspired (and the related canonisation processes) have been 

�	 Samida/Eggert/Hahn 20�4, �.
2	 See e. g. King 20�0; Morgan 20�0; Promey 20�4; Chidester 20�8.
3	 On the terminological debate in conceptualising material things see e. g. Barad 2003; Lynch 

20�0.
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that text: manuscripts, printed books, graphics, embroideries, tattoos, sheet 
music, and electronic codes are all forms of writing, of �xing a text into a 
material medium.6

The materiality of writing is always linked to the immateriality of commu-
nication, and thus the material medium retains the double quality of being 
a thing and a stored communication. Within religious traditions, this double 
quality of writing is evidently a crucial aspect when we recognise that sacred 
books are media by means of which divine revelation is made available in our 
world. Materiality alone can link the very idea of the communication of tran-
scendence to the human life and world. This idea is represented in di�erent 
forms in di�erent religions, yet functions as a common motif � for example 
the Tora and the prophets of Israel, the Qur�an, and the incarnated Logos in 
Jesus of Nazareth all enfold the concept that materialization of divine revela-
tion is a prerequisite for being perceived by mankind. Focusing on particular 
media and their quality as storage for a text raises the question of how a par-
ticular form of materiality in�uences the communication process that is ac-
tivated by encoding the �xed code. This issue is discussed in the contribution 
by Erich Renhart, �Materiality of Religious Books. A Brief Sketch of Sometimes 
Disregarded Aspects of Book Culture�. Renhart notes with reference to the 
Second Vatican Council7 that multiple aspects precondition the fabrication of 
religious books and manuscripts, in particular their perception as works of 
art in their material quality, in calligraphy and illustration. This quality has to 
refer to the content of the respective holy or venerable book. 

Mark K. George�s approach to the topic of this issue concentrates on the 
cultural, political, and religious e�ects of materiality. In �Writing, A�ordances, 
and Governable Subjects�, George discusses the role of the technology of writ-
ing in the book of Deuteronomy, looking at the impact of writing in construct-
ing and normalising a concept of Israel, of people, and of governability.

The materiality of writing shapes and is shaped by spatial practices. Two 
contributions explore the entanglement of the materiality of texts and place. 
In �Born under a Lucky Star. Interpretations of Woodcuts of Pseudo-astrologi-
cal Birth Amulets from German-Jewish Printing Houses in the 18th Century�, 
Alisha Meininghaus presents and discusses astrological illustrated printings 
that on the one hand allude to the relationship between the cosmos and life 
on earth and on the other hand serve to protect the places occupied by the 

6	 Assmann 2007, �30.
7	 Constitution �963, �22.
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cide exempli�es the persistence of writing involving ink and the human body. 
Indelible, the tattoos transformed the faces and hands of female genocide 
survivors in a permanent, publicly readable medium documenting dramatic, 
extreme processes in which religious identity played a crucial role.

While we were editing these articles, the inauguration of the 46th President 
of the United States took place. The swearing-in of Joe Biden was the heart 
of this ceremony and involved a Bible held by the First Lady. In 2013 Barack 
Obama took his oath by placing his hand on two Bibles, which belonged to 
Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. Donald Trump also chose Abra-
ham Lincoln�s Bible, along with his own, while Joe Biden preferred a large, 
128-year-old family Bible. In this political ritual, the Bible is used as a thing, 
as a kind of materialisation of divine legitimation. Depending on the features, 
size, history, and owner of the book, the narratives evoked by this object are 
di�erent: continuity in tradition, authenticity of faith, dignity of the o�ce, 
political programme, and visions of the world are condensed in an oath prac-
tice that is transmitted and received worldwide. In such a ritual, material and 
immaterial dimensions � the characteristics of the book as a stored text with 
a particular material appearance and the book�s relationship to spatial prac-
tices and transmission processes as well as its links to identities � converge. 
Here was a striking illustration of the relevance of the questions we explore 
in this issue and motivation to research religious texts beyond the words they 
contain � as performing things.
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Paradise Lost
Presentations of Nostalgic Longing in Digital Games

“Ah, why should all mankind
For one man’s fault, be condemned,
If guiltless?”

John Milton: Paradise Lost

Paradise Lost is not only the title of John Milton’s famous epic poem (1667), but 
also a philosophical-theological notion linked to and emerging from the ‘Fall 
from Eden’ in Genesis. It expresses – or imagines – the human experience of 
a de�nite rupture in history, the inextinguishable urge to return to the period 
before the rupture and  – unable to do so – thus constructs an idealized version 
of this past to long for. Throughout history, this longing has been expressed 
in artwork, architecture, literary works and is, perhaps, best observed in the 
Romantic era with its preference for the past, the future, and the contempo -
rary exotic. Today, the notion of ‘Paradise Lost’ has far from disappeared but 
�nds postmodern manifestations in the revival of (secular) nationalism and 
(religious) fundamentalism. In addition to literature and art, the 20th and 21st 
centuries have seen a new arena for narratives and iconographies of ‘Paradise 
Lost’ emerge: digital games.

When applied to the �eld of digital game studies, the notion of ‘Paradise Lost’ 
can be traced in three di�erent ways:

•	 Present. In the past decade, the game industry has been witnessing a surge 
in retro-gaming as a kind of narratological, ludological, visual, and tech -
nological longing for the early age of gaming. For example, some modern 
games have (re-)introduced the concept of perma-death (Wasteland 2, Ha-
des, Xcom, Diablo series) and retro-graphics has become a deliberate de-
sign approach in contemporary games (Cuphead, Celeste, Undertale). The 
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