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SCALE, PRAYER AND PLAY
Frits Scholten

MICRO-SCALE

How many angels can stand on the point of a needle? 
That playful, proverbial question was often posed 
among scholastics and students from the fourteenth 
century onwards when discussing the materiality of 
angels. It is first found in a German treatise of around 
1320 by the female mystic known as Swester Katrei, 
or Sister Catherine, that enjoyed a certain popularity 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.1 But leaving 
aside the teasing absurdity of the question, which is 
still current today,2 it implicitly gives us an idea of 
the medieval understanding of scale and measure. 
Just as the cosmos stands for the inconceivably large 
and infinite, so does the point of a needle for the 
extremely small. It helps us, in these days of nanotech-
nology and astrophysics, to comprehend something 
of the amazement at micro-carving felt by a medieval 
public of owners, users and admirers. For in addition 
to the virtuoso method of manufacture, the minute 
scale of the scenes in the prayer nuts and other mini-
ature devotional objects are a constant source of 
astonishment and awe.
 The fascination with the extremely small was (and 
is) bound up with its intangibility and immeasurability.3 
The smallest unit of measurement until the introduc-
tion of the metric system was the point, equivalent  
to 0.2 millimeters, which is actually the same as the 
point of a needle or pin, followed in size by the line  
(2 millimeters). Both stem from the world of typography 
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and book printing, which spread like wildfire in the 
early sixteenth century. However, neither was used 
very much in everyday life, because there was barely 
any need for them.4 Comparison was usually sufficient 
for measuring really small objects. When Antoni van 
Leeuwenhoek (1632−1723) began the first microscopic 
examinations around 1670 he described very small 
things as a tenth of the thickness of a hair.5 Such 
comparisons may not have been very accurate or 
scientific but they were fine for everyday needs 
because they were related to familiar or imaginable 
dimensions. One such natural unit of measure for 
something very small could be a hair or grain of  
corn, but a nut or fruit stone was often used too.  
An asso ciated concept is ‘in a nutshell’ to indicate 
multum in parvo, a multitude in something small.6  
It may have originated from a report by Cicero and 
Pliny about a handwritten Iliad that fitted into a 
nutshell.7

 Reduction and magnification, like shortening 
(brevitas) and lengthening (amplificatio) are in inverse 
proportion to each other: without the one, not the other.8 
As soon as something is made smaller its setting is 
enlarged. The disproportionate size of a saint stresses 
his greatness and at the same time the insignificance 
of an ordinary human being.9 Conversely, the reduction 
of his surroundings turns a human being into a giant, 
like Hercules among the Pygmies in a well-known 
description from the Eikones by Philostratus [FIG. 79].10 
This essential feature of reduction, certainly to the 
micro-scale, is what makes it so attractive, as Lévi-
Strauss noted.11 For its absolute sense of scale  
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the extremely small assumes an anthropocentric 
universe.12 The small object makes mankind the 
all-powerful center of its universe. At the same time, 
reduction is a typically human operation, for there  
is no reduced reality in nature, just a small reality,  
as Stewart remarked.13 That makes reversals of scale 
− minificentia and magnificentia, reduction and 
magnification − a recurrent theme in products of  
the human mind, literature and the visual arts, as 
illustrated by the late medieval micro-sculptures.

THE SPIRITUAL VIEW

A very common style figure used in the Middle Ages 
alongside diminutio and meiosis, for example, rhe-
torical tropes that are mainly intended to be ironic 
and belittling,14 was the so-called Turmblick (tower 
view) or kataskopos, a panoramic bird’s-eye view 
that creates distance from its immediate surround-
ings (or even from the earth as a whole), making them 
so small that they fit into the field of vision of a human 
being. This effect was beautifully depicted around 
1500 by Albrecht Dürer in his en graving Nemesis, 
with a highly detailed view from the clouds of the 
village of Klausen in the Eisack Valley [FIG. 80]. The 
German term Turmblick comes from a poem by 
‘Meistersinger’ Hans Sachs (1494−1576),15 but ulti-
mately this form of panoramic view derives from 
Scipio’s all-encompassing, cosmic prospect from the 
Milky Way in Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream 
of Scipio.16 Dreams, visions, thought experiments 
and works of art like micro-carvings did indeed offer 
medieval man moments in which such reversals of 
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scale could briefly become ‘reality’ and could lead to 
deeper insights and expand the mind.
 Katascopy was therefore regarded as the para-
digm for the relationship between vastness and 
wisdom.17 The way in which Abbot Suger (c. 1081−1151), 
in a much-quoted passage, describes his experience 
when he was led to meditate by looking at an altar 
cross decorated with gemstones of many colors and 
imagined himself to be in higher spheres is illustrative 
of the connection between katascopy and meditation, 
materiality and spirituality. ‘Wherefore when some-
times from my delight in the ornament of God’s house 
the multicolored appearance of the gems may call 
me away from ordinary concerns and indeed honest 
meditation by transferring from material things to 
immaterial ones may persuade [me] to focus on the 
diversity of the virtues of the saints, I seem to see 
myself to linger as though on some distant shore of 
the globe which may neither entirely be in the slime 
of the earth nor entirely in the purity of heaven and 
then by anagogical practice be able to be translated 
God willing from his lower to that higher [world].’18 
More than two centuries later the female English mys-
tic Julian had a similar visionary experience when 
she saw God’s entire creation in a small hazelnut she 
was holding in her hand.19 The prayer nuts and other 
micro-sculptures, which are little bigger than a hazel-
nut, recreate something of the effect of this vision, 
namely that the proportions of scale between the 
viewer and the minuscule scene in his or her hand 
are reversed. A three-dimensional Crucifixion is 
seen as if the viewer is at a great height, and in need 
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of an optical aid like spectacles or a magnifying glass 
to make out and comprehend the details.20 It is no 
accident that some micro-sculptures contain minute 
figures wearing glasses [FIG. 81].21

 In fact, the connection between spectacles, 
devotion and ‘spiritual sight’ was not uncommon in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Whereas glasses, 
a recent invention, were very rarely depicted in art  
in the fourteenth century, in the centuries that follow-
ed they were a regular attribute of people in prayer, 
along with the prayer book.22 Moreover, the polished 
‘reading stone’ (beryl, which is the etymological root 
of the Dutch bril and German Brille, meaning eyeglas-
ses),23 could take on the symbolic meaning of an 
instrument with which the ‘spiritual eye’ could see 
clearly. That is well illustrated by Cusanus’s (Nicholas 
of Cusa, 1401−1464) treatise of 1458 titled De beryllo, 
which is about spiritual sight. In his introduction 
Cusanus justifies the choice of title as follows. ‘Beryl 
stones are bright, white and transparent. To them 
are given both concave and convex forms. And some-
one who looks out through them apprehends that 
which previously was invisible. If an intellectual beryl 
that had both a maximum and a minimum form were 
fitted in our intellectual eyes, then through the inter-
mediateness of this beryl the indivisible Beginning 
of all things would be attained.’24 In that respect, the 
need for an optical aid to ‘read’ a prayer nut takes on 
an added, symbolic dimension, one that brings ‘true 
sight’, the divine mystery, closer by making all sorts 
of illegible details visible.
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That way of looking, through a lens, concentrates  
the gaze and heightens attention to details, and that 
is reflected in the way in which the maker of the micro-
scenes indulged his horror vacui and left no space 
unused in order to add the smallest details to the 
scenes, many of them significant.25 It is very likely 
that he, too, needed an optical aid to execute his 
multum in parvo to the accuracy of a millimeter, unless 
he was very short-sighted indeed.26 There are a few 
mentions in the inventory of the Munich Kunstkammer 
of an ‘Augenglas’ in the section devoted to miniature 
objects, and the original spectacles of the seven-
teenth-century Italian micro-carver Ottaviano Jannella 
(1635−1661) are preserved in his miniature workshop 
[FIG. 82].27

 The manufacture and consumption of these devo-
tional micro-carvings are each other’s counterparts. 
Sennett’s characterization of concentrated carving 
as ‘being as a thing’ also applies here, in a sense, to 
the medieval users of a prayer nut.28 The micro-scale 
of the scenes forced them to immerse themselves 
intensely in the scenes and all the details of Christ’s 
life and suffering, and to lose themselves completely 
in them as if in a dream, seemingly beyond scale 
and time.29 An ‘experience of interiority’, as Stewart 
characterized the small, the miniature.30 One conse-
quence of miniaturization, according to her, is letting 
go of the narrative and concentrating on contextual 
information, with the result that an awareness of 
‘temporal closure’ makes way for ‘spatial closure’.31 
In other words, the space, minuscule in the case of 
prayer nuts, dictates the experience, not any sense 
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of time.32 Psychological experiments have demon-
strated that there is indeed a direct connection 
between the scale of space that is experienced  
on the one hand and the observation of time:  
‘the experience of temporal duration is compressed 
relative to the clock in the same proportion as scale-
model environments being observed are compres-
sed relative to the full-sized environment’.33 Or to  
put it another way: thirty minutes of measured time  
is experienced as five minutes if a person concen-
trates on a space with a scale of 1:6.
 When applied to prayer nuts and other miniature 
devotional objects this implies that concentrated 
users become detached from surrounding reality 
and easily sink into a state of dorveille, or meditation 
in which real time is compressed to the scale of the 
micro-carving. After an hour of meditation the user 
will have the pleasant sense of having experienced 
only a fraction of that time.34 In the early sixteenth 
century, when the days and the hours of the day were 
often centered around important biblical events,  
the Passion and other moments from Christian 
salvation history and their associated devotions,  
the effect of this would only have been stronger and 
would have contributed to a vivid experience of 
proximity to the divine.35

 For that matter, a comparable effect of hyper-
concentration coupled with a lost awareness of size 
and time is also found in descriptions of miniaturized 
objects. That often results in extremely detailed and 
verbose descriptions of very small things, the neglect 
or absence of a narrative and the almost endless 





FIGS. 83, 85



185

outpouring of contextual information.36 Losing oneself 
completely in details in that way, which are conse-
quently enlarged again, as it were, is superbly illus-
trated by Joost van Cranevelt’s twenty-page descrip-
tion in 1633 of a single prayer nut, or the Description 
of an Ancient Carved Box that John Penniman wrote 
in 1820, but there are also impressive examples of 
such verbosity from the Middle Ages.37

SPIRITUAL PLAY

A small boxwood ‘monstrance’ made for Emperor 
Charles V and its slightly smaller variant that belong-
ed to Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria are unique objects 
assembled from loose segments that can be opened 
or even taken apart [FIGS. 18, 40, 83, 146]. This opening 
(and closing) is a symbolic action that is common to 
all boxwood devotional pieces. In the Middle Ages  
it was associated, among other things, with the 
revelation and internalization of divine secrets of 
salvation or with the bodies of Christ and the Virgin.38 
In addition, the closed object excited curiositas and 
encouraged playful actions − opening and literally 
discovering − that could ultimately lead to reflection 
and meditation.39 Each segment of the ‘monstrance’ 
has ornate decorative and figurative carving which 
can itself give rise to meditation, but at the same 
time invites the viewer to embark on a playful, minia-
turized quest, step by step, along the course of Christ’s 
Passion.40 The object as a whole acts as a series of 
miniature Stations of the Cross of the kind that took 
place with prayers in real, full-sized life in a church, 
or as depicted in Memling’s Passion panel in Turin.41
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The spectacle begins when the miniature pelican 
that forms the finial of this imperial object is un-
screwed.42 A small, concealed brass screw can then 
be turned to set a gear mechanism in motion that 
folds the topmost part of the object back like a Gothic 
lily with four petals − a symbol of Mary’s virginity  
[FIG. 84]. On the inside of each petal is a miniature 
relief of an event in her life: the Annunciation, Nativity, 
Adoration of the Magi and Presentation in the Temple, 
all ensconced on an undulating petal [FIG. 85]. At the 
same time, as the lily is opening, a small figure of the 
Virgin with Jesus in her arms rises up in the center 
like the pistil of a flower surrounded by spiny stamens. 
The lily knob can then be screwed off the spherical 
central section and viewed as a separate object.  
The same applies to the foot and the central section, 
which is actually a de luxe prayer nut that has been 
integrated in the object. There are three free-standing 
scenes on three sides of the tapered hollow foot, 
which rests on six amusing little lions that appear to 
be collapsing under the load [FIG. 86]. One is the  
Entry into Jerusalem, in which the user is drawn into 
the story (and the object’s foot) through a gateway, 
along with Christ as it were [FIG. 87]. This is an invi-
tation to screw the foot loose and see what is inside. 
Here one discovers three new scenes that would 
normally only be glimpsed vaguely through the open-
work tracery of the foot: the Purging of the Temple, 
Christ Washing the Feet of the Disciples, and the 
Last Supper [FIG. 88]. The two remaining scenes on the 
outside of the foot belong among them chronological-
ly: the Agony in the Garden and finally the Arrest  
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of Christ. The princely user of this object was not 
presented with a logical or chronological sequence 
of scenes but was expected to try and discover the 
correct order of the scenes on the inside and outside 
of the foot.
 If the foot and the spherical middle section are 
also separated from each other with a simple turn of 
the bayonet fitting, the bottom of the sphere displays 
a small circular relief of Christ before Caiaphas in a 
composition reminiscent of a 1512 engraving by Dürer. 
It is the scene that follows the Arrest of Christ and 
prepares the viewer for the rest of the Passion se-
quence, which continues on the outside of the sphere. 
Here one finds the dome of a Gothic church with a 
gallery, balustrade and pinnacles running around it, 
along which the user could promenade in his or her 
mind’s eye. As on the foot, here are more miniature 
scenes from the Passion: the Flagellation and the 
Ecce Homo, each in a vaulted niche and surrounded 
by Gothic tracery [FIG. 89]. The underside of the sphere 
consists of undulating openwork branches held 
together by a cord. It is not clear what, if anything,  
is behind those branches. The sphere itself can be 
opened like a prayer nut, providing the user with the 
grand finale of a new micro-spectacle. The top half 
contains two small doors decorated with a flat relief 
of an Ecce Home, with Christ being shown to the 
people and tried. The doors open to reveal a minuscule 
Crucifixion [FIG. 90]. The bottom half shows the risen 
Christ, the three Marys by the empty tomb, and Christ 
as a gardener appearing to Mary Magdalen.  
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He appears again beneath this stage, descending 
into Purgatory.
 This lengthy description shows that the use of this 
object required a fairly complex series of actions 
that led the viewer step by step to the denouement 
at the heart of the object, meditating on the story  
of Christ’s Passion all the while. The fact that the 
sequence of events is not immediately apparent 
forces the user to work out the next step each time: 
what is the next scene going to be, and where is it? 
Assistance in the search for the correct sequence 
and meaning of the micro-scenes is provided by the 
texts in and around the scenes that serve as remind-
ers for the identification and the associated contem-
plation.43 Although Passion devotion was the guide 
for the use of the object, the user was constantly 
being challenged by the minute scale of the scenes 
and by their hidden nature. It was in that challenge, 
that voyage of discovery, that there was an element 
of play that transcended the purely devotional and 
was comparable to the engraved appeal to ‘Soket 
vaer ghi vilt’ on the silver covering of a prayer nut 
[FIG. 91].44

 The playful search manifests itself straight away 
with the mechanical opening of the lily, a device that 
may have been inspired by contemporary festive 
displays in which automatons and other contraptions 
made a public spectacle even more breathtaking.  
A famous example was Hesdin Castle with its enter-
tainment mechanisms installed by the counts of 
Artois and their fourteenth and fifteenth-century 
successors, the dukes of Burgundy, where visitors 
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were subjected to devices performing practical 
jokes.45 At the 1514 marriage feast in Paris for the 
English princess Mary Rose Tudor (who, intriguingly, 
had previously been engaged to the later Emperor 
Charles V) and the French King Louis XII, the couple’s 
emblems of a rose and a lily opened mechanically, 
and as the public watched breathlessly the two 
flowers rose up to a throne, where the rosebud open ed 
to reveal a small, sumptuously clad young girl.46  
A miniature of this spectacle shows that the resem-
blance to micro-carving is not that far-fetched [FIG. 92]. 
The same principle, but in a simpler and profane 
form, is also found in a king carved of boxwood in  
a late seventeenth-century chess set [FIG. 93]. When 
the finial of the flower-shaped piece is removed,  
its four parts fall open to show a small jester baring 
his buttocks to the loser of the game [FIG. 94].47

 Apart from the actions of assembling and dis-
assembling and seeking for a devotional way past the 
minute scenes, there is a light-hearted aspect of play 
inherent in the traceries and floral openwork patterns 
on the outside of the ‘monstrance’, and of most of  
the other boxwood devotional objects too, albeit in a 
simpler form. While they whet the viewer’s curiosity 
as to what is behind this web of patterns − a relic,  
a revelation perhaps? − the complexity of those deco-
rations, both in micro-carving and on a monu mental 
scale in church architecture, also takes on the nature 
of a puzzle, memory game, puzzle canon or witty 
diversion.48 It is an aesthetic that alludes to a higher, 
divine ordering system that elicits amazement and 
gives pause for thought through its combination of 
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almost mathematical regularity and surprising  
twists and turns.49 It can help explain why these ‘old-
fashion ed’ Late Gothic patterns remained popular  
for so long in the first half of the sixteenth century, 
for the vocabulary of the new all’antica style imported 
from Italy did not have an equivalent of such playful 
and integral ornamentation. That is why the ‘antique’ 
plays only a marginal role in micro-carving [FIG. 95].
 The devotional ‘monstrances’ of Emperor Charles 
V and Duke Albrecht V were novelties, newly minted 
artistic objects. In their innovative form, scale and 
complexity they are comparable to a few very deli-
cate, late sixteenth-century Drechselarbeiten from 
Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Kunstkammer, of 
which there are specimens in the art collections of 
Schloss Ambras [FIG. 96]. Surprisingly, some of these 
showpieces in the Ambras inventory are described 
as ‘geschnizltes Spiel’, although they were not made 
for a specific game.50 The word Spiel is an explicit 
allusion to the playful nature evoked by the complex 
refinement with which they were constructed, which 
could once again stimulate exploration and amuse-
ment.51

 Although less sophisticated than those in Charles V’s 
‘monstrance’, other devotional micro-carvings also 
have amusing details of this kind, which sug gests that 
play and entertainment are a key concept for a proper 
understanding of the users’ interaction with them. 
Elements that are humorous and provo cative are the 
small lions, normally the proud support ers of robust 
sacred objects, who with their tongues lolling out of 
their mouths have succumbed under the ‘weight’  
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of miniature altarpieces and taber nacles in Toronto 
and London [FIG. 86].52 The small movable rings 
already encountered in several prayer nuts are 
further illustrations of this playfulness [FIG. 54]. As we 
have seen, while they served as a witty display of 
artistic bravura on the micro-carver’s part,53 they 
also introduced a ‘living’ element into the ‘dead’ micro-
scenes. It tempts the user, and possibly others of  
the company as well, to act and make the ring move. 
In that sense it establishes a subtle connection 
between the user’s real world of motion and that of 
the miniature scene, a visual pun on which the user 
could hang his or her mnemonic catenae of thought 
associations, memorizations and reflections.54

 A unique, tailor-made miniature lantern that  
may have been made for someone called John in the 
entourage of King Henry VIII, and may be of English 
workmanship too, allows the user to toy with a small 
cylinder at the heart of the lantern [FIG. 97].55 Rubbing 
a finger along a peg at the bottom of the object rotates 
the cylinder, which turns out to consist of three tiny 
figures placed back-to-back, John the Baptist, John 
the Evangelist and Christ, who are held together by 
a text banderole with a central message of salvation 
history: the Lamb of God that takes away the sins of 
the world. The apt inscriptions on the exterior relate 
to the divine light, turning the little object into a lantern 
for the user’s spiritual enlightenment.56

 A few larger prayer nuts that are not strictly 
spherical but are constructed as regular polyhedra 
of linked small and large medallions invite the user 
to play a different game. The smaller medallions 
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consist of openwork, while the larger ones contain 
small reliefs that are alternately recessed or raised.57 
One of them can be folded upwards to unlock the 
object, but it takes a while to work out which one, so 
the user discovers the meaning and interrelationship 
of the small scenes while playing with them. The reces-
sed tondi in a prayer nut in the Abegg-Stiftung, for 
example, depict the Old Testament typologies of the 
New Testament reliefs in the raised ones, while two 
prophets with empty banderoles mark the medal lion 
that is the lock [FIG. 98].58 Lifting that scene to open the 
prayer nut brings their prophecy to light, as it were, in 
the micro-carving forming the core of the object. The 
rare execution of this prayer nut, of which only three 
other examples are known, has a striking parallel in 
form and format with ivory dice of the same period, 
thus establishing a direct connection with the game 
of dice. There is a close resemblance to an ivory dice 
with alternating polyhedral surfaces bearing the 
numbers, which is thought to have belong ed to 
Emperor Charles V [FIG. 99].59

 There is also a resemblance to dice in the beads 
and prayer nuts of several paternosters of the de luxe 
sort made for Henry VIII of England and Floris van 
Egmond. They are called ‘Bildrosenkranz’ because  
the sides of the beads are decorated with images 
and texts.60 Each bead is made up of five diamond-
shaped fields with a prophet, an apostle and two 
biblical scenes, with banderoles winding between 
them inscribed with the Credo and biblical texts 
[FIGS. 100, 111, 134].61 In order to read the scenes and the 
texts the user has to twist the beads between the 
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fingers in a playful chain of actions that combine 
movement (twisting, opening), looking (image), mem-
orizing, reciting (text and image) and internalization.62

 The most curious object among all these boxwood 
religious toys is a large memento mori pendant in 
the form of Christ’s head with a skull on the back. An 
ingenious spring mechanism activated by pressing 
on the head releases a small figure of Christ as  
Man of Sorrows from the top of the head [FIG. 101].  
This playful jack-in-the-box can prompt the user to 
reflect on the Passion, on his or her own mortality, 
and on Christ’s triumph over death.63 The size of this 
object means that it would not have been a pater-
noster bead, as some prayer nuts and similar ivory 
memento mori beads were [FIG. 102], but an autono-
mous devotional plaything.

‘SUB SPECIE LUDI’

Such connections between devotion and play may 
appear surprising, but in the experiential world of 
the Middle Ages both were extensions of each other, 
because they united the pleasing with the useful  
and were a distraction from the serious things in life 
and from the regularity of work.64 Ludus or play created 
space in which to think freely, to memorize, to meditate, 
to teach and to compose, and was certainly not seen 
solely as idle or sinful.65 Thomas Aquinas, for example, 
regarded theological study and contemplation as a 
form of play, a flight from the cares and distractions 
of daily life, while Nicholas of Cusa in his Dialogus de 
ludo globi of 1460 described the road to knowledge 
as a game with a rolling ball.66 Play that enhances 
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the well-being and virtue of the player and is called 
eutrapelia also appears to be the basis of the scene 
of three children playing in the center of Geertgen 
tot Sint Jans’s Holy Kinship.67 The message there has 
been interpreted as an invitation to the donors of the 
altarpiece, who may have been the Haarlem Knights 
of St John, to surrender to a spiritual game to make the 
strict life of a religious order more pleasant [FIG. 103].68 
Seen in this light it is not even going too far to 
assume that the very combination of the playful and 
the devotional was a mainspring behind the develop-
ment of new, ingenious devotional objects like prayer 
nuts.69 The idea that play was the basis of knowledge 
and creation was a classical and biblical notion that 
was well enough known in the Middle Ages through 
the image of divine wisdom creating the earth when  
in a playful mood.70

 The cultural historian Johan Huizinga was the first 
to investigate play as an essential element of culture.71 
Although parts of his study have been criticized and 
revised in recent decades, many of his observations 
are still valuable.72 For example, he defined play as 
‘a free activity standing quite consciously outside 
“ordinary” life’, ‘not serious’ by nature, and one that 
‘proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time 
and space’.73 In order to play the player steps out of 
his ‘ordinary’ world and into that of the game, a ‘sacred 
space’ that Huizinga called the ‘magic circle’, where 
different laws apply than in the ‘real’ world, and where 
there is a limited, temporary perfection.74 According 
to him, that magical play space is often bound up with 
sacred activities, rituals, religion and mystery, which 
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are also acted out in a separate space according to 
rules of their own.75 Huizinga’s concept of the ‘magic 
circle’ is nowadays applied less strictly and with more 
fluid ‘boundaries’, but it has not lost its raison d’être.76 
His concept is still valid in connection with playing 
with devotional objects and losing oneself in a sepa-
rate, personal world of meditation and inner sight to 
which the use of ‘spiritual toys’ can lead. Links can 
even be made to modern play activities, such as video 
games.
 Even more to the point, recent research has demon-
strated that such digital games and the experiences 
of the players often have a strong mythical, spiritual 
or religious dimension, even among avowedly non-
religious participants in the online gaming community.77 
Those games, like the devotional one in which the 
boxwood paternosters, prayer nuts and other little 
objects with their miniature scenes invite the user to 
participate, are characterized by make-believe, role 
play, identification with heroes from another, mythical 
world, and by a temporary but very intense experience 
of immersion or incorporation in that world [FIG. 104].78 
The result is a ‘beyond-the-object-interactivity’ and  
a multi-sensorial experience of heavenly bliss. In the 
words of a young gamer of Guild Wars: ‘[...] and [I] 
came across this massive, ruined cathedral with this 
gorgeous stained glass window that was mostly 
intact. I just stopped, and stared at it. I worked my 
way around it as much as I could to see it from all 
angles and ended up on a rise a little above it, just 
watching it. I don’t remember the time of day, but it 
might have been like a sunset and I swore I could 
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practically feel the breeze on my face and hear the 
wildlife. If I could pay to experience that in real life  
I would. And I would pay a lot. It was a real moment 
for me, a real experience that I carry with me.’79
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