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Can a matchbook contain and displace known 
histories of worker struggles in the Sri Lankan hill 
country? What might the traces of the china root 
in Persian pharmacopeia suggest to us about 18th 
century patients across the Indian Ocean? How 
does a butter yellow can of milk powder illuminate 
mobilities between the southern Indian state of 
Kerala and the Arabian Gulf? What does the journey  



Mythri Jegathesan 
Object 
Matchb o ok

T h i s tal k is ab o u t an ele c t i o n cam p a i g n matc h b o o k  
that a Tam i l tea e st ate wom a n wor ke r gave me  
ahe a d of Sri Lanka ’s Augus t 2015 Parl i a m e nt a r y 
Ele ct i o n s. I take thi s matc h b o o k as an ent r y  
p oi nt to “ watc h” (Campt 2017) how a sen s o r i u m  
of plantation paternalisms  ne st s in the mate r i a l i t i e s  
of Sri Lanka ’s Sou t h-Centra l tea pla nt at i o n s. From 
gen e rat i o n s of Indo-Lanka n dip l o m at i c enc o u nte rs 
to ong o i n g str u g g l e s for lab o r jus t i c e, I cons i d e r 

 

https://ucl.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJUpfuuqqD8qE9DNE6sVgNicEvgyP91WIOLk


Shamara Wettimuny
Object
Fez cap

In Decemb e r 1905, arou n d 30,000 Musl i m s gat h
ere d in the gro u n d s of the Mara d a n a mo s q u e  
in Colom b o in the mo s t sig n i�cant epi s o d e of pan-  
Islam i c s ol i d a r i t y dur i n g Briti s h rul e in Ceylo n. 
What had tri g g e re d thi s ‘mo n s te r me et i n g ’ as it was 
dub b e d in the pre s s? In thi s tal k, I anal ys e a Briti s h 
c ol o n i a l de c i s i o n that thre ate n e d Mus l i m ide nt i t y in  
Ceylon: the pro h i b i t i o n of the ‘ fez cap ’ in Cour t s in  
1905. The fez cap had only b e en intro duc e d to Ceylon  
as a sym b o l of Isla m i c rel i g i o s i t y as re c e nt l y as 
1883. How and why had it c om e to b e ter m e d the 
Mus l i m s ’ ‘nat i o n a l hea d g e a r ’ in jus t t wo de c a d e s? 
I inve s t i g ate the val u e pla c e d on mate r i a l, b o d i l y 
mar ke rs of ide nt i t y in the c ontex t of an Isla m i c rev i-
val, and exp l o re the rel at i o n s h i p b et we e n the  
Ottoman Sultan, who was considere d by many Sunni  
Mus l i m s the ‘Calip h of Isla m’, and the Mus l i m s of 
Ceylo n.

Bio
Shamara Wettimuny is a do ctoral candidate in His-
tory at the Universit y of Oxford, res earching identit y 
formation and religious con�ict in British colonial 
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). She has a MS c and a BS c in 
International Relations and History from the London 
Scho ol of Economics and Political Scienc e.

Shireen Hamza
Object
c hūb chīnī, China ro ot

T h e s eve nte et h c ent u r y exp l o s i o n of c om m o d i�ed 
mate r i a me d i c a has b e e n stu d i e d by his to r i a n s  
of Europ e a n emp i re – inc l u d i n g chi n a ro ot, know n 
as a tre at m e nt for syp h i l i s. But how were the s e  
me d i c a l c om m o d i t i e s und e rs to o d by pra c t i t i o n e rs  
of non-Europ e a n me d i c i n e? I foll ow e d the tra c e s  
of chūb chīnī, or chi n a ro ot, acro s s Pers i a n me d i c a l  
tre at i s e s and pha r m a c o p e i a, and fou n d a ke e n 
inte re s t in the ori g i n, pro p e r t i e s and app l i c at i o n s of 
thi s ro ot amo n g pra c t i t i o n e rs of “Isla m i c me d i c i n e ”, 
or tib b. The i r inte re s t man i fe s te d di�erent l y tha n 
tho s e of the i r Europ e a n c onte m p o ra r i e s, tho u g h 
they mo s t l y sha re d a Galeni c me d i c a l para d i g m. 
Decente r i n g the (Europ e a n-lan g u a g e) do c u m e nt s 
that atte s t to the purc h a s e, cul t i vat i o n or circ u l a-  
tio n of c on c rete qua nt i t i e s of chi n a ro ot, I high l i g ht 
the a�ecti ve and epi s te m i c asp e c t s of chūb chīnī ’s 
his to r i e s in Pers i a n ate c ontex t s. Thro u g h vid e o  
and pro s e, I hop e to sha re the s e re s o n a n c e s, for  
a haki m in eig hte e nt h- cent u r y Murs h i d a b a d,  
pat i e nt s acro s s the Indi a n O c e a n e cu m e n e, and for 
re s e a rc h e rs to d ay.

Bio
Shire en Hamza is a do ctoral student at Harvard Uni- 
versit y re s earching the history of scienc e and  
me dicine in the me dieval Islamic world, with a fo cus 
on the Indian O c ean littoral. She is als o managing 
e ditor of the Ottoman History Po dcast.

Session 2:
Of Fezzes and China Root
Thursday, 6th May 
15.00 –

https://ucl.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJ0pdOGgrD0uHtGUfMAkQN00i6NlGpChucVG


Timothy Cooper
Object
M a s te r- copy

T h e obj e c t exa m i n e d is an aud i o c a s s et te of p op u l a r  
mus i c fro m nor t h-we s te r n Paki s t a n who s e cir
cuito u s route s to ok it from Afghan i s t a n to the Unite d  
Arab Emirate s. No lon g e r s ol d to the pub l i c, the 
cas s et te is now us e d as a master-copy  by an Afgha n  
sto re-hol d e r in the Emirate of Sha r j a h who has  
tra d e d in Pas hto-lan g u a g e �lm and mus i c for the 
las t thre e de c a d e s. A master-copy  is a pri nt  
made in clo s e proximit y to a par ticular carrier– such  
as a cel l u l o i d �lm, an aud i o c a s s et te, or a viny l  
re c o rd – con s i d e re d to b e the ear l i e s t or mo s t un-
ble m i s h e d re c o rd i n g ex t a nt. It plays a cent ra l  
role in the pre s ervation of audio-visual me dia through  
its dis p e rs a l acro s s plat fo r m s and car r i e rs.  
By buil d i n g a rep e r to i re of master-copies  trad e rs 
als o e st a b l i s h e d suc c e s s f u l bus i n e s s e s in the Gulf, 

https://ucl.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJ0qcumsqz4iHdzeONBXfWVBCjlyVn29LoE5


Mohamed Shafeeq  
Karinkurayil
Object
N i d o can

T h e but te r-yel l o w Nid o can of p owd e re d mil k is one  
of the ubiquitous signs of the Arabian Gulf in the 
hou s e h o l d s of the s ou t h Indi a n state of Keral a. Its  
conte nt, the p owd e re d mil k, sig n i�es the gia nt lea p s  
of te c h n o l o gy whi l e the end pro d u c t of the mil k 
p owd e r – mil k – als o tra n s c o d e s its e l f into lo c a l sig-  
ni�cati o n s of mate r i a l pro s p e r i t y and re s p e c t a b i l i t y.  
A meta l can wit h a pla s t i c lid, the Nid o can far  
out l i v e its ori g i n a l us e and c ont i nu e s in the hou s e -
hol d as a cont a i n e r for var i o u s oth e r mate r i a l s,  
and as a sig n i�er of the fore i g n. Thi s tal k wil l  
lo o k at the ins t a n c e of a sin g u l a r Nid o can as it tel l s 
us of the mig ra nt live s of the late 1970s in the  
Arabi a n Gulf. 

Bio
M o h a m e d Shafe e q Karin ku ray i l wor ks at Man i p a l 
Centre for Humani t i e s, Man i p a l Acade my of Higher 
Educat i o n ( MAHE ), Karnat a ka, India. His cur re nt re-  
sea rc h lo o ks at the cul t u ra l dim e n s i o n s of mig rat i o n 
fro m Keral a to the Arabi a n Gulf.

Saif Osmani
Object
500 taka note fro m East Paki s t a n

In mar ki n g a 50 year mil e s to n e for Bangl a d e s h, Sai f 
pre s e nt s an ac c o u nt of re c e i v i n g a 500 taka note 
fro m East Paki s t a n ( 1947 – 1971) that c ont a i n s b ot h 
Urd u and Benga l i s cr i p t. Sai f sp e a ks ab o u t gap s  
in rem e m b e r i n g, on forg et t i n g and the c om p l ex i t i e s 
fac e d by the Bangl a d e s h i dia s p o ra in inn e r Londo n  
and the i r shi f t i n g rel at i o n s h i p wit h the i r hom e 
c ou nt r y as tol d thro u g h the obj e c t s that hol d p er-
son a l mem o r i e s. He asks: what is rem e m b e re d  
and what fal l s fro m c ol l e c t i v e mem o r y?

50 years of Bangladesh through 50 objects form s 
par t of the wid e r Mig ra nt Mem o r y and the Po s t-  
colonial Imagination re s earch proje ct ( MMPI ) funde d  
by the Lever hu l m e Tru s t at Lough b o ro u g h Uni
vers i t y (www.mem o r i e s o f p a r t i t i o n.c o.uk). Usi n g 
ar t s-bas e d eth n o g ra p h i c met h o d s, MMPI  exp l o re s 
mem o r i e s of the Par t i t i o n of Indi a and wid e r  
pro c e s s e s of de c o l o n i s at i o n, and exa m i n e s the i r 
rol e in c onte m p o ra r y Briti s h Asian ide nt i t i e s and 
c om mu n i t i e s.

Bio
Saif is a visual ar tist and spatial de signer of Sylheti- 
Benga l i bac kg ro u n d who wor ks as a Re s e a rc h e r on 
the MMPI  pro j e c t. He has a so c i a l l y- eng a g e d ar t s 
pra c t i c e and was re c e nt l y a vis i t i n g fel l o w/ar ti s t-in-
re s i d e n c e at Lough b o ro u g h Un i v e rs i t y ’s new  
cam p u s in East Londo n.

Session 4: 
Of Nido Cans and Taka Notes
Thursday, 20th May 
15.00 –16.30 GMT

Re g i s te r he re:
Zo o m-Link



Luke Heslop
Object
Longsh o re m a n’s Hook

A cylindrical pie c e of wo o d is cut to measure almo st  
p er fe c t l y the wid t h of a man’s han d acro s s the  
knu c kl e. Whe n pla c e d in a lab o u re r ’s han d wit h his  
�st cle n c h e d, his �ngers wil l enve l o p it tig ht l y,  
and s atisfyingly, s ave for a length of ste el protruding  
fro m the wo o d b et we e n the mid d l e and ind ex 
�nger. Thi s ste e l wil l trave l stra i g ht for a few inc h e s 
b efore curling into a ho ok forming a near p er fe ct  
ex te n s i o n of the car r i e rs ’ b o d y. Wit h thi s ho o k  
a lab ourer can almo st double the load he might ordi- 
nar i l y b e abl e to car r y. Thi s sim p l e to o l of wo o d  
and ste el is a material obje ct ubiquitous acro ss South  
Asian ge o g ra p h i e s of lab o u r. Attac h e d to the  
han d s steve d o re s, ema n c i p ate d slave s, and ‘c o o l i e s ’  
in p or t s and lab o u r site s acro s s the sub c o nt i n e nt, 
the lon g s h o re m a n’s ho o k, has had an his to r i c a l 
han d in the move m e nt of go o d s and the ex t ra c t i o n 
of val u e fro m lab o u r und e r cap i t a l. The ho o k has 
als o playe d an info r m a l rol e in the phys i c a l prote c-  
tio n of wor ke rs. Tho u g h at one leve l a com m o n
pla c e to o l, it has b e e n p ers o n a l i s e d by lab o u re rs. 

https://ucl.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJEucumrqzkiHN1d8NtlRsFtrtLdocOBxb-G

