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Abstract 

The article analyzes the implications of the transition from analog to digital methods in the production of 

theological and exegetical knowledge, adopting the “Fribourg School” and its fifty-year project of cataloging 

stamp seals from the ancient Near East as a case study. Using a “liminal” approach, which draws on Vile m 

Flusser’s media philosophy and the (material) sociology of knowledge, the text investigates the social and 

material dimensions of the Fribourg School’s research in its pre-digital phase, with the “Seal Projects” (SP) 

conducted in Freiburg, and in its digital phase, with the “Stamp Seals from the Southern Levant” (SSSL) project 

conducted in Zurich, Bern, and Tel Aviv. The study demonstrates how researchers act as pontiffs bridging the 

past and the present through their knowledge production tools, which highlights how these tools shape and are 

simultaneously shaped by them. In this way, it narrates the replacement of traditional paper-based index cards 

with relational databases—a change that altered the group's dynamics, transforming it from a disciplinary 

 

1 Este artigo e  resultado parcial do projeto de pesquisa “Manifestaço es limí trofes do divino no universo bí blico” (SKCRTT202501), conduzido no contexto 

do grupo de pesquisa “Observato rio de Universos Bí blicos”. O autor tambe m se utilizou de pesquisas conduzidas no a mbito do projeto "Stamp Seals 

from the Southern Levant", financiado pela SNF entre 2020-2023. 
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community into a hyper-specialized international and interdisciplinary network, which resulted in “asymmetric 

multidisciplinarity.” The article concludes that the adoption of Digital Humanities does not represent merely a 

neutral or optimized extraction of information but imposes new hermeneutics and standardizations that directly 

shape the way theologians construct knowledge. It is therefore argued that theology as a scientific endeavor 

must systematically and reflectively evaluate its technology in order to prevent theologians from ceasing to be 

active agents in the creation of data and becoming passive observers driven by alien hermeneutics. 

Keywords: Fribourg School. Biblical Exegesis. Digital Humanities. Theological Epistemology. Sociology of 

Knowledge. Media Philosophy. Human Agency. 

Resumo 

O artigo analisa as implicações da transição de métodos analógicos para digitais na produção do conhecimento 

teológico e exegético, adotando a “Escola de Friburgo” e o seu projeto quinquagenário de catalogação de selos de 

estampar do Antigo Oriente Próximo como estudo de caso. A partir de uma abordagem “liminar”, que mobiliza a 

filosofia da média de Vilém Flusser e a sociologia (material) do conhecimento, o texto investiga as dimensões sociais 

e materiais da investigação da Escola de Friburgo nas suas fases pré-digital, com os “Projetos de Selos” (SP) 

conduzidos em Friburgo, e digital, com o projeto “Selos de Estampar do Sul do Levante (SSSL) conduzido em Zurique, 

Berna e Tel Aviv. O estudo demonstra como pesquisadores(as) atuam como pontífices ao fazerem a ponte entre o 

passado e o presente através das suas ferramentas de produção de conhecimento, evidenciando como essas 

ferramentas moldam e, simultaneamente, são moldadas por eles(as). Dessa forma, narra-se a substituição das 

tradicionais fichas catalográficas em papel por bases de dados relacionais — uma mudança que alterou a dinâmica 

do grupo, transformando-o de uma comunidade disciplinar numa rede interdisciplinar internacional e 

hiperespecializada, o que resultou numa “multidisciplinaridade assimétrica”. O artigo conclui que a adoção das 

Humanidades Digitais não representa apenas uma extração neutra ou otimizada de informações, mas impõe novas 

hermenêuticas e padronizações que moldam diretamente a forma como teólogos(as) constroem o conhecimento. 

Defende-se, portanto, que a teologia, enquanto empreendimento científico, deve avaliar sistemática e 

reflexivamente sua tecnologia, a fim de evitar que teólogos(as) deixem de ser agentes ativos(as) na criação de dados 

para se tornarem observadores(as) passivos(as) conduzidos por hermenêuticas alienígenas. 

Palavras-chave: Escola de Friburgo. Exegese Bíblica. Humanidades Digitais. Epistemologia Teológica. 

Sociologia do Conhecimento. Filosofia de Mídia. Agência Humana. 

  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.7213/2175-1838.18.e2634229


The Pontifex and the Lever: The Fribourg School and how Research Technologies 
shape Theologians 

 

  

 

Revista Pistis Prax., Teol. Pastor., Curitiba: Editora PUCPRESS, v. 18, e2634229, 2026                                                    3/18 

Introduction 

The origins of the present article can be traced to a peculiar setting: a conference devoted to study 

ancient southern Levantine stamp seals from a digital humanities perspective. If stamp seals are undeniably 

powerful media for studying the Mesopotamian and Eastern Mediterranean past parallactically—reason 

why they are deemed pivotal in the rise of interartistic approaches to the Bible2 and recognized as the most 

important visual genre in ancient southern Levant (Cornelius, 2016, p. 785; de Hulster; Strawn; Bonfiglio, 

2015, p. 33; Hartenstein, 2005, p. 175; Klein Cardoso, 2023a; Zwickel, 2013, p. 341)—, arguably the main 

“selling point” of the conference was not the stamp seals but the promise of a digitally-aided, optimized 

seals’ information extraction for producing new “data” which would supposedly lead to a more nuanced 

and “precise” view of the subject artifacts. Yet, while the contribution of digital humanities approach to Near 

Eastern and Biblical Studies is undeniable, justifying its increasing integration to research agendas (see 

Bigot Juloux; Di Ludovico; Matskevich, 2023; Clivaz; Dilley; Hamidovic , 2016; Clivaz; Gregory; Hamidovic , 

2014), the entailments of producing theological knowledge with assistance of digital tools is not sufficiently 

discussed.  

Such dialectal relation between human and machine must be considered in a dossier addressing 

“Theology and Technologies: At the Human Frontiers.” Despite aware that data do not fall from the sky, 

knowledge is still conceived in humanities—and, ironically enough, in Religious Studies and Theology—as 

a non-corporeal and subject-less entity produced in an ethereal, quasi-divine non-space. In other words, 

while philosophies, methodologies and frameworks are rigorously assessed, the social and material 

contexts of knowledge production are often neglected (Klein Cardoso, 2024). This is striking given the 

increasing transdisciplinary consensus that “data” are not a given but manufactured through the 

entanglement between research objects, subject researchers and their tools (Bigot Juloux et al., 2023; 

Buccellati, 2017, p. 6; Latour, 1993; Latour; Woolgar, 1986, p. 3–7). While no one expects data 

spontaneously translating into scholarship, it is a fact that there have not been many assessments of the 

social and material contexts of knowledge production in biblical scholarship (but see Klein Cardoso, 2022, 

2023c, 2023a; Pfoh, 2020, 2022).3 A risk of not considering reflexively such intertwining between human 

and machine is being inadvertently driven by alien hermeneutics, resulting in the shift from the role of 

active agents to passive observers in data-creation.  

The present article analyzes the social and material dimensions of knowledge production of a single 

research circle within biblical studies, the so-called “Fribourg School.” The case study profits from the 

cultural concept of technology—i.e. that considers it “imbued with human values and strivings in all their 

contradictory complexity” thus expressing “the spirit of an age, just like works of art” (Schatzberg, 2018, p. 

3)—to discuss how these scholars shaped their tools of knowledge and how their tools of knowledge 

 

2 The wording “interartistic approaches to the Bible” refer to the interpretive perspective whose primary aim is the explanation of aspects of the Bible—

including its context—from the interartistic comparison between verbal (“texts”) and non-verbal codes (“images”) (Klein Cardoso, 2025, p. 34). In this 

sense the label refers to many biblical-exegetical comparative approaches dissimilar approaches known as: Bibel und Ikonographie (Keel, 1985, p. 143; 

see Hartenstein, 2005), “integral visual exegesis” (Beach, 1991, p. 16), “eine Art holistischer Exegese” (Keel, 1998, p. 219), Biblische Ikonographie/Biblical 

Iconography (BI) (Berlejung, 2012; Eggler et al., 2006; Schroer, 1995, p. 220), “iconographic method” or “iconographic analysis” (Power, 1999, p. 34, n. 

94), “pictorial exegesis” (as opposed to “textual exegesis,” see Weissenrieder; Wendt; Gemu nden, 2005, p. viii), iconographic exegesis (de Hulster, 2009, 

2011), “iconographic-biblical approach” (LeMon, 2010, p. 9). 

3 The situation seems different in Near Eastern Studies, which has duly addressed their asymmetries. One can even distinguish between post-colonial 

and reflexive approaches. Scholars influenced by post-colonial thought addressed asymmetries by highlighting the tacit distinction between 

official/scientific (i.e., European) and unofficial/non-scientific (i.e., “local”) archaeology (Greenberg; Hamilakis, 2022, p. 90–91; Mickel, 2021), searching 

alternative narratives (Hamilakis, 2017; Hjelm et al., 2019), and analyzing knowledge instrumentalization (Greenberg; Hamilakis, 2022; Kletter, 2006, 

2020, 2025; Silberman, 1999). Other focused on knowledge aesthetics have described the literary aspect of archaeological reports and articles (Joyce, 

2002; Lucas, 2019), discussed the materiality of archaeological archives (Baird; McFadyen, 2014), and questioned assumptions involved in the 

categorization and representation of findings (Buccellati, 2017; Chazan, 2019; Lucas, 2012). 
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shaped them. This is done through the comparison of social and notation tools used in the pre- and post-

digital Eras of the Fribourg School work. In doing so, the article intends to contribute to the discussion of 

the impact of technologies in the production of theological knowledge. Therefore, while the discussion of 

the relations between Theology and Technology typically address how technologies impact in the human 

life, the present article shifts the perspective to question how research technologies impact the academic 

endeavor of producing theology. 

The Fribourg School: A Very Brief Introduction 

While selected visual remains were used to investigate the cultural context in which the biblical texts 

were produced and primarily received since the outset of the 20th century (Klein Cardoso, 2023c, p. 180–181; 

Schroer; Keel, 2005, p. 13–16), it was the Fribourg School who systematically integrated these visual remains 

into biblical exegesis and the study of the history of ancient Israel, Judah, and the southern Levant (de Hulster, 

2008, p. 21–131; Klein Cardoso, 2023c; Uehlinger, 2000), thus making room for a visual subfield within 

biblical studies (Berlejung, 2012; Schroer, 1995). If their profile does not properly fit into the expected profile 

of biblical scholars (Dever, 2019, p. 8; Zevit, 2001, p. 350, n. 1), their impact in the field cannot be 

overestimated (Klein Cardoso, 2025, p. 113–144; Lippke, 2010). With seminal studies, such as The Symbolism 

of the Biblical World (Keel, 1997b), In Israel gab es Bilder (Schroer, 1987), Gods, Goddesses and Images of God 

(Keel; Uehlinger, 1998), and Die Ikonographie Palästinas/Israels und der Alte Orient (Schroer, 2008, 2011, 

2018; Schroer; Keel, 2005), they became major players in the biblical studies’ version of the visual turn 

(Berlejung, 2022, p. lxii; Bonfiglio, 2016, p. 1–5; Klein Cardoso, 2022; Lewis, 2020, p. 37–38). 

Nonetheless, whereas their contributions are well-known and received, their modus operandi have 

always remained somewhat elusive to scholars from outside their inner circle (e.g. Beach, 1991, p. 73; 

Bonfiglio, 2016, p. 21; de Hulster, 2009, p. 2; see also Steymans, 2024). While the “reproducibility issue” 

have been addressed by many (Klein Cardoso, 2026), it is striking that the technology behind their work 

have only recently entered into the scholarly debate (Greet, 2023; Klein Cardoso, 2023a; Mu nger et al., 

2023; Uehlinger, 2023, 2026). As is widely known, the establishment and maintenance of the group 

throughout five decades was mainly due to consecutive grants secured with the Swiss National Science 

Foundation (SNSF), which allowed them to catalog stamp seals (Klein Cardoso, 2023c, p. 186–187). From 

1981 to 2013, eight research projects—here called “Seals Projects” (SP)—led by Othmar Keel used analogic 

tools for scholarly notation (Keel, 1986), resulting in the Corpus der Stempelsiegel-Amulette aus 

Palästina/Israel (Keel, 1995, 1997a, 2010a, 2010b, 2013, 2017) and the Corpus der Siegel-Amulette aus 

Jordanien (Eggler; Keel, 2006). Since 2020, the project revamp, entitled “Stamp Seals from the Southern 

Levant” (SSSL), led by Christoph Uehlinger, Silvia Schroer, Stefan Mu nger and Ido Koch (Uehlinger, 2023) 

have taken the corpus to the its next digital phase, resulting in the Corpus of Stamp Seals of the Southern 

Levant (SSSL, 2023; see Mu nger et al., 2023). 

The longevity and relatively stability of the group paired to the conceptual, material, social, and 

technological requirements for completing the corpus amidst other interests and tasks, made them witness 

the transition from an analog to a digital Era of knowledge production. Whereas their focus was not only 

devoted to Theology, in hindsight the projects were always housed at theological departments4 and their 

production was primarily considered within this discipline, which makes their history relevant for the 

present discussion.  

 

 

4 The only exception is SSSL, which is also conducted in Tel Aviv’s Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures. 
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The Approach 

Before describing the pre- and post-digital theological production of the Fribourg School, it is 

important to make a brief detour to consider the research approach. The description bellow follows a 

“liminal” approach (Klein Cardoso, 2023b, p. 277–279). The approach was designed to tackle the inherent 

asymmetry5 of research stories through the systematic consideration of the entangled and multilayered 

relations between scholars, study objects, institutions, research materials, and methods, and its 

implications. In the present article, considering the aim of comparing the analog and digital technological 

facets of the SP and SSL, this entails the cross-analysis of documents relating to the project (from the 

application to meetings minutes), the biobibliography of the project board and “core” staff, the cataloging 

tools (from index cards to the digital notation system), and personal observations taken from January 2020 

to June 2024 (Klein Cardoso, 2024).  

Such approach, it is necessary to emphasize, is built upon two assumptions. Firstly, that knowledge 

is always embodied, i.e., it exists in relation to spaces, things, and sensations, and observed amid cultural, 

economic, religious, and social interactions. Following the sociology of knowledge tradition (Bourdieu, 

2004; Latour, 1993; Latour; Woolgar, 1986; Mannheim, 1954; Schatzberg, 2018), the assumption considers 

knowledge-production a social phenomenon that generate “distinctive cultures within academic 

communities,” that might be called hubs or “academic tribes”  (Becher; Trowler, 2001, p. 23). Secondly, that 

epistemes are bounded to tools, i.e., that tools mediate6 knowledge, shaping interpretation and enabling 

world relations. This assumption follows the lead of many authors who tried to correct the immaterialist 

facet of the sociology of knowledge through the throughout consideration of the materiality of tools and 

archives (Baird; McFadyen, 2014; Becker; Clark, 2001; Blair, 2010; Clark, 2006). 

Pontiffs (or: How Scholars Shape their Tools?) 

The social dimension of knowledge production can be characterized by the term “pontiffs.” 

Etymologically, “pontifex” means “bridge-builder,” thus being apt to describe scholars involved in bridging 

the interpretation of artifacts across past and present (Flusser, 2017, p. 171–178). The traditional 

ecclesiastic use of the term also helps to highlight another facet, which is the religious aura of subjects-

researchers. Professorial chairs originated from medieval episcopal chairs (Clark, 2006, p. 42) and, as a 

result, holders of these chairs retain to this day symbolic capital and charisma to disambiguate, correct, 

dis/approve, and label almost without challenge. This aspect must be considered in tandem with the 

dynamics of scholarly field—as known, research projects are intricate semiotic webs that entangle 

expectations of funding agencies, university departments, the scholarly field, and researchers’ interests 

(Damaskinidis; Christodoulou, 2019). In this session, the two projects are described in their social 

dimension considering the intertwining of aspects that made them. 

The SP Social Constitution 

The group that initiated the Corpus in Fribourg was formed by Keel, German-speaking students of 

different levels, and associate researchers. Keel was the German-language Old Testament Professor at the 

University of Fribourg (CH) Biblical Institute. This entails a group primarily formed by theological 

undergraduate students but also included over the years students writing their master theses and doctoral 

 

5 I.e., the approach attempts “not to impose a priori some spurious asymmetry among human intentional action and a material world of causal relations” 

(Latour, 2005, p. 76).   

6 The verb “to mediate” assumes the triadic action of store-process-transmit (Flusser, 2015, p. 45; Kittler, 1993, p. 8). The conceptualization is inspired 

by both media philosophy (Kra mer, 2015) and “post-Western” theories (Mignolo, 2003, p. 158–159).  
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dissertations. In the mid-1980s and early-1990s, Fribourg became a hub for Hebrew Bible/Old Testament 

PhD students interested in iconography, attracting individuals from different parts of the world. 

Regarding origins and interests, the group was majorly formed by Austrian, German, and Swiss 

students and scholars bounded by the study of the Hebrew Bible and the history of Israelite religion7 or, 

putting it differently, with a general interest in the ancient cultures of ancient Palestine.8 This materialized 

in a disciplinarily and intellectually diverse group. On the one hand, the work in the corpus and previous 

experiences made the students to navigate into different disciplinary contexts, such as archaeology, art 

history, Egyptology, and cultural history. This resulted in a multidisciplinary training and on a an 

interdisciplinary—or “holistic” (Keel, 1998)— approach to the Hebrew Bible and its Umwelt (Klein Cardoso, 

2022, p. 216–222). On the other hand and as argued elsewhere (Klein Cardoso, 2023a, p. 268), this core 

interest also triggered different scholarly personal aims, such as (1) writing a history of stamp seals in 

Palestine (Keel, 1986, p. 9–10); (2) writing an Art History of ancient Palestine (Schroer, 1987, p. 8); (3) 

understanding “the Canaanite-Israelite iconography” (Keel, 1992, p. 372); (4) analyzing the development 

of the Bilderverbot in ancient Israel (Sass; Uehlinger, 1993); and (5) understanding motif histories and their 

iconographic and literary constellations (Uehlinger, 1990, p. xiv). 

Considering the wider biblical studies scenario, one might argue that the attempt of bridging 

images and texts in a text-centric scholarly tribe was central in shaping the group and forging their 

academic culture. The task was conceptually inspired by the Warburg Kreis and performed with analogous 

Motivgeschichten of biblical texts and ancient iconography. In this sense, the underlying agenda seemed to 

be the legitimizing of visual remains as sources for the ancient Levantine history and the reinserting of the 

feminine in the context (Klein Cardoso, 2022, 2023c). 

The SSSL Social Constitution 

In contrast, SSSL was formed by international junior and senior scholars from many fields and 

interests. While there are some overlaps in the board and technical personnel of SP, especially 

draftspersons, if one considers only the board and “core researchers,”9 one can count scholars from four 

 

7 This aspect is hinted in the project titles (SNSF, [s. d.]): (1) Othmar Keel (Fribourg), Sammlung und Auswertung der in Israel gefundenen Stempel-siegel 

als Elemente einer israelischen Religionsgeschichte (Apr 1981-Mar 1984, Ecclesiastical History); (2) Othmar Keel (Fribourg) and Karl Jaroš (Vienna), 

Sammlung und Auswertung der in Israel gefundenen Stempel-siegel als Elemente einer israelitischen Religionsgeschichte (Apr 1984-Mar 1986, Rel. Studies, 

Theology); (3) Othmar Keel (Fribourg) and Benjamin Sass (Tel Aviv), Entstehung und Wirkung des Bilderverbots im Spiegel der hebräischen 

Namensiegel des 9.-6. Jahrhunderts v. Chr. (Oct 1989-Nov 1991, Anc. History and Classics); (4) Othmar Keel (Fribourg), Die Beziehung der 

ikonographischen Hauptmotive Palästina/Israels zu denen der grossen Nachbarkulturen von ca. 1750-450 v. Chr. (Apr 1993-Jul 1996, Rel. Studies, 

Theology); (5) Othmar Keel (Fribourg) and Jürg Eggler (Fribourg), Die Glyptik Jordaniens von den Anfängen bis zur Perserzeit: Bestandsaufnahme 

und religionsgeschichtliche Auswertung (May 1998-Apr 2001, Rel. Studies, Theology); (6) Othmar Keel (Fribourg) and Uehlinger (Zurich), Geschichte 

des Stempelsiegel-Amuletts in Palästina/Israel von den Anfängen bis in die Perserzeit und Edition eines Corpus (Oct 2003-Nov 2006, Anc. History and 

Classics); (7) Othmar Keel (Fribourg), Edition eines Corpus aller in kontrollierten Ausgrabungen gefundenen Stempelsiegel-Amulette aus Palästina/Israel 

von den Anfängen bis in die Perserzeit und die Geschichte dieser Denkmälergattung (Dec 2006-Dec 2010, Anc. History and Classics); (8) Othmar Keel 

(Fribourg), Edition eines Corpus aller in kontrollierten Ausgrabungen gefundenen Stempelsiegel-Amulette aus Palästina/Israel von den Anfängen bis in die 

Perserzeit und die Geschichte dieser Denkmälergattung (Jan 2011-Dec 2013, Rel. Studies, Theology). 

8 I owe this phrasing and insight to Thomas Staubli (pers. comm.). 

9 Following the interim report, I consider “core researchers” the board and the persons involved in the research modules: (A) Digital Humanities: Dr. 

Ben Greet (UZH) and Dr. Tatjana Beuthe (UBE); (C) Exploring Production, Diffusion, and Circulation: Dr. Nadia Ben-Marzouk (TAU/UZH) and Dr. Eythan 

Levy (UBE); (D) Connectivity: Noa Ranzer (TAU/UZH), Dr. Giulia Tucci (TAU/UBE), Bruno Biermann (UBE/UZH), Dr. Silas Klein Cardoso (UBE/UZH), Dr. 

Fabio Porzia (UZH) (Uehlinger et al., 2022). 
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continents, nine countries,10 six languages,11 and six scholarly fields12—fourteen can be counted, if 

secondary training is considered.13 The group can thus be considered diverse according to Swiss 

standards.14 Such a diversity aimed, on the one hand, at reaching a new generation in an increasingly 

internationalized and cross-disciplinary scholarly arena, and, on the other hand, at attending the hyper-

specialized subject matters of the research modules. The latter also explains the option for more 

postdoctoral researchers instead of graduate students as in the Fribourg projects (UEHLINGER et al., 2022, 

app. 1). Moreover, the project had an experimental organization in which five of the core researchers were 

expected to spend a year into another project house.15 

Determining shared interests in such heterogeneous group is challenging. If it is expected that the 

focus of the project staff would not be the interpretation of biblical literature nor the history of Israelite 

religion\s, and that its framing prioritizes archaeological knowledge, it is also true that the subject matter 

of the project was only previously studied by four out of eleven core researchers. If the staff latter acquired 

experience on stamp seals, one cannot say that these artifacts were the glue that connected the group. The 

set of interests must be found in the relation between personal aims, aspirations and needs with the high 

requirements but scarcity of research positions in a competitive academic world. Thus, collaborations and 

professional needs helped to form an unexpected community through two social platforms, the 

“workerbees” and research seminars. 

“Workerbees” is how the junior core researchers called themselves. This platform was initiated 

after the first intermediate meeting in August 2020, given the COVID challenges and its entailments, and 

functioned until March 2023, being officially dissolved by the board in December 2023. The “workerbees” 

can be characterized as an egalitarian platform to address issues arising from the project and to ease the 

communication between the staff of the three project houses. Biweekly meetings were carried out to 

discuss professional challenges, papers, workflow and approaches for writing entries, and to address labor 

demands. Most details cannot be disclosed given its confidential character, but it suffices to say that the 

platform somewhat alleviated the inevitable competitiveness among the project’s early-career scholars, 

buffered tensions, helped to overcome punctual challenges (and created others), while it sharpened the 

critical discourse intra-project and enable the exchange of experiences. Yet its biggest scholarly 

contributions are still to be socialized by the group as a group.  

 

10 This can be further discriminated in four continents: five West European (Belgium, England, Italy, Germany, Switzerland), two North American 

(Canada and United States of America), one Asiatic (Israel), and one South American (Brazil). 

11 Brazilian (Brazil); English (Canada, England, United States of America), French (Belgium, Switzerland); German (Germany, 
Switzerland); Italian; and Hebrew (Israel). 
12 Classics (Greet), History (Porzia), Levantine/Near Eastern (Münger; Koch; Ben-Marzouk; Ranzer; Levy; Tucci) and Egyptian 
Archaeology (Beuthe), Religious Studies (Klein Cardoso), and Theology (Uehlinger, Schroer; Biermann). 
13 As secondary fields of expertise, I consider secondary training and research experience: Art History/Visual Culture Studies (Klein 
Cardoso; Schroer; Uehlinger), Communication Studies (Klein Cardoso), Computer Sciences (Levy; Münger), Egyptology (Beuthe; 
Levy; Schroer; Tucci; Uehlinger), Gender Studies (Biermann; Schroer), Near Eastern Languages (Ben-Marzouk; Biermann; Klein 
Cardoso; Levy; Münger; Porzia; Schroer; Uehlinger), Philosophy (Porzia; Ranzer; Schroer; Uehlinger), Religious Studies (Porzia; 
Uehlinger), and Theology (Klein Cardoso; Porzia). The list is necessarily subjective. 
14 Official reports of the SNSF and the University of Bern typically considers “equality” the balance between man and women of all 
gender (Legler; Pekari; Cohen, 2022; University of Bern, 2022). Consider only the gender and gender identity metrics, the group 
can be considered diverse, as it was formed by three male and one female professors, and the core-staff by five male and six female 
scholars. Contrastingly, the University of Zurich has tried to implement a policy of diversity that also considers “age, disability, 
gender, gender identity, origin, religion, sexual orientation, social or occupational position, or language” (University of Zurich, 
2018). Despite mainly populated by Central Europeans, the group is relatively diverse in origins and languages. 
15 On personal and organizational levels, this proved to be a bittersweet experience. While the selected group could experience and 
profit from different academic cultures leaving indelible marks on their scholarly production, the two moves within three or four 
years was rather costly in the personal, economic, bureaucratic, and temporal dimensions.  
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The research seminars with the board and researchers also initiated after the first intermediate 

meeting, inspired by the worst type of COVID fever: Zoom-meetings. These seminars mainly focused on the 

creation of the corpus. In this sense, they illustrate a pervasive but inevitable tense balance between the 

primary aim of the project, the completion of the corpus, and the primary aim of the researchers, such as 

individual modules and scholarly qualifications. While significant overlaps existed between project and 

personal aims, these were not always easily nor successfully conciliated. The emphasis on the corpus 

inevitably made these insightful meetings focus more on research modules resulting in entries while they 

allowed to profit from the different researchers’ backgrounds and to (re)discuss long-held assumptions.16 

Despite slowing the pace of the corpus creation—one can say that the strive for excellence was and is the 

fiercest adversary to the corpus completion—, it bestowed the group with a valuable reflexiveness. Yet, 

despite the dialogic and communal research environment, the emphasis in producing “archaeological 

knowledge” and the database focus fostered a tacit hierarchization of research modules and one might 

argue that it transformed the wished interdisciplinarity into asymmetric multidisciplinarity.17 In this sense, 

the riddle of how to fully integrate an international and disciplinarily diverse group still must be solved in 

future projects. 

Levers (or: How Tools Shape their Scholars?) 

The material dimension of knowledge production can be characterized by the term “levers.” This is 

due to an insight from the Czech-Brazilian philosopher Ville m Flusser, who wrote: “We make tools, they 

strike back... We create levers by simulating the capacity of our arms to lift an inanimate object. The lever 

strikes back, and we now move our arms as if they were levers…” (Flusser, 2017, p. 283) Accordingly, the 

use of “lever” refers to the dialogical relation between researchers and their tools. Put simply, while tools 

are made by researchers, researchers are cognitively shaped by them (see Klein Cardoso, 2024, p. 27–28). 

Assessing tools is also important for the fact that the less aware we are of them, “the more powerfully they 

can determine our expectations by setting the scene and ensuring normative behavior” (Miller, 2005, p. 5). 

From the many tools used in the two compared projects, the focus will be on cataloging tools. 

The SP Tools of Knowledge 

The Fribourg projects used index cards as a computing system.18 Despite their appearance as mere 

office supplies, index cards are considered a bridge between premodern principles of knowledge 

production and modern modes of data distribution. These “paper machines,”(Krajewski, 2011, p. 356) in 

contrast to previous fixed modes of notation, could be rearranged to the researcher’s taste, enabling the 

organization of unthinkable amounts of information while granting mobility, modularity, updateability, and 

combinability (Krajewski, 2011). These features are governed by a previously agreed taxonomic system, 

which provides the data with a structure and limits its analysis.  

 

16 Given the higher frequency of workerbees meetings, staff discussions were typically summarized by a spokesperson in board meetings. While 

efficient, the full body of discussions was inevitably simplified and might have concealed some possible contributions. Additionally, in hindsight, despite 

having English as the project’s lingua franca, maybe the linguistic diversity of the staff could have been used to embrace and integrate a bigger 

internationalized scholarly public. 

17 Proactively, researchers of “secondary fields” created different strategies to overcome the shortcoming and better integrate to the group. For instance, 

staff members trained in biblical studies either tried to approximate their subject matters to archaeology (e.g. Biermann) or included sub-topics dealing 

with cross-disciplinary scholarship histories into their qualification projects (e.g. Klein Cardoso). Another strategy was providing technical service from 

secondary professional qualifications, in the case of the professional photographer Biermann, this resulted in the assistance in the creation of a 

photographic protocol (Greet, 2023, p. 286), and in the case of the visual designer Klein Cardoso, with the creation of the project’s logo and visual 

identity, the webdesign of levantineseals.org (and UI/UX advice for cssl.levantineseals.org, created by Mu nger) and the layout of the CSSL VI. 

18 The present session follows the recent studies of Klein Cardoso (2023a) and Uehlinger (2026, p. xvi–xviii). 
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The SP produced more than twelve thousand index-cards. They were housed at the Department of 

Biblical Studies and Bible+Orient Museum of the University of Fribourg, Switzerland, and originally 

designed by the Fribourg’s University Press. Despite being the most abundant, the cards did not address 

only stamp seals, being also used to catalog other artifact classes regarded in other projects (Klein Cardoso, 

2023a; Mu nger et al., 2023, p. 275–276). As remarked by Uehlinger, “not only do these cards represent the 

physical memory of the first decades of Keel’s project(s), as they preserve handwritten annotations by 

Othmar Keel and his research assistants and students,” such as “Ju rg Eggler, Bertrand Jaeger, Andrea Jaekle, 

Karl Jaros , Hildi Keel-Leu, Stefan Mu nger, Silvia Schroer, Thomas Staubli, Christoph Uehlinger” (Uehlinger, 

2026, p. xvi). The handwritten paper slips of 14 x 21 cm have a schedule-like layout and can be distinguished 

between five types, and earlier and later models. The pivotal difference between the earlier and later 

models is that while earlier models have pictures attached in the back, the later models have an assigned 

place for images on the same side as texts. 

When comparing the cards to Keel’s cataloging rationale (Keel, 1986, p. 1,13; compare to Uehlinger 

et al., 2018, p. 10–11) and putting them into the frame of the corpora produced, one can notice the 

taxonomic changes over the years. These changes reveal the increasing specialization in the artifact class 

and a growing adaptation to archaeological notation forms, also revealing the comparative impetus of the 

Fribourg projects. Despite descriptive, the development of the cards’ layouts testifies the ground of 

comparisons from (1) images and biblical texts, to (2) artifacts and biblical texts, to (3) artifacts and 

artifacts. Furthermore, despite their mobility, their use intended to result in printed publications. In 

hermeneutical terms, the fixation of a particular order operates as a closure of meaning, reducing the 

polysemy of their mobile state (Klein Cardoso, 2023a). 

The SSSL Tools of Knowledge 

The task of completing the corpus made SSSL inherit some of the tools used in the Fribourg projects. 

Notably, index cards continued to be used as a starting point for CSSL entries (Mu nger et al., 2023; 

Uehlinger, 2026).19 The chosen cataloging tool, however, was a relational database. During the kick-off 

meeting, in January 2020, a version set up and customized by Stefan Mu nger with index cards data inputted 

by Melanie Zosso already existed. The digital nature of the database allowed its expansion and growth 

amidst project discussions and practical needs. As explained by Mu nger et al, SSSL “opted for an approach 

that enables continuous scholarly advancements by allowing swift adaptation of the underlying data 

structure, ensuring the database remains dynamic and can be regularly updated and adjust- ed to include 

new scholarly data as they become available” (Mu nger et al., 2023, p. 277). Accordingly, instead of a 

cataloging tool—as one can characterize the first six months database—, the database became over the 

years a kind of project management tool. This was a deliberate choice, as the customized database focused 

on nonredundant data entry, standardized internal workflows to enhance team collaboration, with 

(semi)automated procedures to easy routine tasks (Mu nger et al., 2023, p. 277). The peer-review originally 

using Microsoft Word was in late-2020 replaced by a peer-reviewed module in the database and in mid-

2023 a function for overview the “overall project status” was implemented. 

The phrasing “overall project status” might sound strange since, in theory, there is no envisioned 

end for an expandable digital database. The project was capped by the envisioned printed publications and 

relatively by the funding window. Regarding the former, one can argue that despite abandoning the analogic 

reasoning that governed the SP, the SSSL still had to deal with the tension between the analog and digital 

 

19 Modern impressions of seals were also inherited by SSSL through the donation by Benjamin Sass of the complete Avigad/Sass collection, which is 

now housed in Bern. The impressions of provenanced seals were photographed by Klein Cardoso and added to the database. They were also used in the 

“spin-off” SNSF project Paleographic Network, led by Eythan Levy (SNSF, 2024). 
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scholarship modes. To be sure, this is not a simple matter of generation clash or preferences. Some 

questions clarify the issue: Are digital publications already as regarded as printed publications? How to 

ensure and demonstrate scientific quality in the lawless internet? Should entries be published online when 

approved or should they wait for the printed publication not to characterize self-plagiarism? These 

questions are complexified by the matter of funding and workforce availability. How to ensure authorship 

in a database amid expiring contracts and anticipating updates needs? Should peer-reviewed entries 

remain static or should be updated with new data? Who will perform and be credited by these changes if 

the workforce must take new paths? Lengthy discussions were carried out to consider this reality and its 

ethical and professional entailments. Still, many of the questions remain unanswered, as the first volume 

was just made (physically) available (but see SSSL, 2023). 

Returning to the database, its layout mimicked the later index card types, displaying the notation 

with the artifact image. The digital format brought shortcomings and possibilities. A shortcoming is the lack 

of physicality. Since the interaction with the data is mediated by computer peripherals, less senses are 

activated in its handling, which might have cognitive entailments unnoticed to the scholars. The advantages 

are more obvious: the digital format enables rapid and comprehensive changes, data visualization, the 

easing of terminological standardization that invites to and facilitates statistical analysis, and multiple and 

simultaneous queries without requiring the physical displacement of cataloging tools. The project profited 

from all these possibilities and progressed beyond its scope. The category context, for instance, not only 

harmonized chronological traditions to address data from archaeologists of different chronological sects 

but translated the old corpus data to the new format, updating and sometimes correcting its laconic context 

information.  

Other improvements, not necessarily linked to the digital aspect, also occurred. The rubric “object,” 

already complexified by the SP, achieved a more nuanced description. The “manufacture” was divorced from 

“object” and got the custody of subcategories perforation, engraving technique, and group, which reveals 

the project emphasis modes of production. The field “image” was greatly benefited by the many 

photographic missions carried out primarily by Ben Greet (UZH), Mor Goldenberg (TAU) and Netanel Rinon 

(TAU), with smaller punctual contributions by Nadia Ben-Marzouk (TAU/UZH) and Silas Klein Cardoso 

(UBE/UZH), resulting in more than 80’000 photographs (Uehlinger, 2026, p. xxxii). Besides setting a new 

photographic standard (Greet, 2023), the digital system enabled the digital handling of artifacts through 

digital measuring and zooming that shall assist new queries (Mu nger et al., 2023, p. 278; Uehlinger, 2026, 

p. xxx–xxxii).  

Finally, the observation of categories in view of button types is helpful to show how the project and 

the tools try to bridge analog and digital scholarship. Despite the possibility of inserting free-text comments 

and a question mark to indeterminate data, the categories “object”, “manufacture”, “dating,” “collection,” and 

“context” are primarily made with dropdown and toggle buttons, which typically imply an unequivocal 

ascription. The “base,” on the other hand, is made of free text20 and, in contrast to the previous volumes it 

was broken into three fields: description, discussion (initially labeled “interpretation”), and comparanda 

 

20 It is interesting to notice that while the idea of comparanda can be used for all categories—science is fundamentally comparative—, the comparanda 

seems more apt for iconography and epigraphy. In this sense, since the project openly envisioned “artifacts as a whole,” an ever-present discussion was 

to which point the fields “base: comparanda” and “base: discussion” should address sides other than the matrix. Furthermore, it is noticeable that the 

database in its current state still has an unexplored potential for digitally extracting information regarding alphabetic inscriptions, and to perform 

paleographic queries, which might hint at the inheritance of the Fribourg projects and the emphasis on iconographic knowledge. 
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(+keywords).21 The tripartite division, inspired by Panofsky’s triadic description method but with titles 

reflecting archaeological articles’ terminology, was used as a control-method to level the different 

experience of the staff in scientific description and to give room for researchers interpretation. As a 

shortcoming, the approach somewhat hinders traceability and is subjected to personal terminologies. The 

variability between the categories seems to imply that ascribing “dating” and “object type” is less 

interpretive than describing an iconographic motif. This is probably due to the different disciplines upon 

which the fields were created. In this regard, the conceptual variability across the fields might be seen as a 

testimony of interdisciplinary, but one might question whether the variability is desired.  

Conclusion 

Knowledge is a corporeal, intersubjective, and contextual entity. Consider it as non-corporeal, 

subject-less produced in an ethereal non-space not only hurts the necessary reflexiveness of the scholarly 

endeavor but neglects the inescapable dialectical relation between humans and their tools—including 

machines. From this assumption the present article argued for the systematic consideration of the 

entangled and multilayered relations between scholars, study objects, institutions, research materials, and 

methods in the craft of academic theology. This was done through the comparison between the pre- and 

post-digital work of the Fribourg School, which is recognized as a distinctive academic culture within (but 

not restricted to) biblical exegesis. 

Despite historical and genealogical continuities and their shared goals, the Fribourg “Seals Projects” 

(SP) and the Zurich-Bern-Tel Aviv “Stamp Seals from the Southern Levant” (SSSL) consisted of two quite 

different academic cultures. While the former can be characterized as a Swiss research circle whose interest 

in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament led to catalog stamp seals, the latter is as a group of scholars that, for 

having been intellectually formed cataloging seals, decided to assemble an internationalized group to bring 

the task to completion and move it the new digital form of scholarship. The constitution of the groups 

differed significantly. The SP were formed by German-speaking biblical scholars with a secondary training 

in a neighboring field, and SSSL was majorly formed by Levantine archaeologists with some scholars from 

neighboring fields, including biblical studies. While the SP aimed at cataloging stamp seals for writing a 

history of Israelite religion and to provide insights into ancient Palestinian cultures, SSSL wished to produce 

interdisciplinary archaeological scholarship having as a starting point stamp seals.  

The discussion of the social dimension of knowledge showed how researchers shape and are 

shaped by the social structures they inhabit. During the SP predigital Era, the work was produced within a 

more cohesive disciplinary and physically present community, led by Othmar Keel and marked by his 

theological and historical-religious concerns. Accordingly, despite founded on different disciplinary 

contexts and personal scholarly aims, the result was a more cohesive approach to bridging texts and images, 

which was latter labelled “holistic.” In turn, the SSSL digital Era required a large, international, multilingual, 

and hyper-specialized team. While technology has facilitated remote collaboration, the physical distance 

needed to be remedy by horizontal social platforms such as the “workerbees” and research seminaries. Yet, 

despite providing the group with social cohesion, the primary aim of producing “archaeological” knowledge 

has generated a tacit hierarchy of disciplines, transforming the desired interdisciplinarity into 

“asymmetrical multidisciplinarity.” 

 

21 One must notice that the suggestion of adding tags and employing a standardized vocabulary for describing base inscriptions proposed and 

vehemently rejected in the intermediate meeting of August 2020. The reason for the dismissal was the fear of losing the hermeneutical and 

argumentative aspect of the analysis. While the printed volumes might have influenced the decision, it is interesting that the tag issue returned in mid-

2021, and a working group was formed to propose a taxonomy in view of research module C3, which has been progressively integrated into the entries 

and should be counted in the near future. 
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The analysis of cataloging tools showed the inextricable relation between scholars and their tools—

while scholars shape tools they are shaped by them. Such dialogical relation was described through the 

transition from paper index-cards to digital entries in a relational database, which altered dramatically the 

materiality of research and research practices. While, on the one hand, the digital medium has enabled 

extraordinary advances, on the other hand, it has loss the research physicality, limiting the number of 

human senses in the handling of data. More critically, the article demonstrated how graphic design (in the 

index-cards) and interface design (in the digital database) affects and is affected by hermeneutics. This is 

shown in the decision between free text and dropdown or toggle buttons in the database, which respectively 

hint at argumentative and hermeneutical and unequivocal and standardized ascription of meaning. This 

tension between algorithmic or binary machine logic and polysemic human interpretation seems to mark 

the analog-digital transition in humanities, which has been marked by a growing affection for statistical 

models and a disdain for hermeneutic and philosophical questions.22 Additionally, the digital fluidity and 

seniority of staff has brought to light new ethical and professional dilemmas about authorship, plagiarism, 

and intellectual responsibility. 

Still, some questions remain. The struggle between analog and digital was not overcome and one 

might say that the governing logic of SSSL was analog despite its digital tools. Maybe this lever will strike 

back more strongly in the future. In any event, this invites for reflection. For the future, one should not lose 

of sight things learned on the road, such as the communal and collective character of scholarship. One 

should also reflect on things lost along the way, such as physicality and sensoriality in scholarly work, and 

the relative character of objectiveness. There are also aspects to be wary about. Doesn’t the search for 

“standardization” harm the very principle of plurality advocated in current scholarship? Doesn’t it hinder 

interdisciplinary and extra-metropolitan collaborations? How to include “Others” having a verticalized 

discourse and operating under a lingua franca? I refer to the naí ve hierarchization of disciplinary fields and 

the closure within hegemonic centers. Regarding the former, interdisciplinarity does not require only 

scholars from different disciplines but openness to the different and non-obvious. Concerning the latter, a 

research project of this magnitude and with internationalized scholars fluent in a dozen languages could, if 

wished, reach scholars from outside the Global North in events and publications not only to colonize new 

minds, but to learn new ways of thinking and researching. In any instance, theologians must be considered 

in tandem with their tools. 
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