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Traces of Touch
Object Animacy and Miniature Qur’ans
During the First World War

Histories of the Indian Army in the early twentieth century give a great deal of attention 
to the arrangements made by British officials to accommodate differences in spiritual 
worldviews and their corresponding practices.1 However, the plural and disruptive 
materialities of these accommodations require more sustained examination. This article 
considers the use of sacred texts, specifically the miniaturized Qur’ans gifted to Indian 
Army soldiers in the First World War. Building on scholarship that discusses the divinely 
endowed agencies of these objects, this article uses traces of tactile engagement observed 
through object-led research to argue that their auspicious and protective powers might 
be understood as activated by and serving the soldiers’ bodies.2 

Letters from Indian Army soldiers and committee papers from the charitable funds 
set up to support them illustrate both the demand for sacred texts, and the logistical 
and theological problems faced in providing and keeping them: the need for careful 
packing, means of successful distribution, and protocols to prevent sacred texts from 
being damaged or abandoned in the field.3 Miniaturized versions that could be kept on 
one’s person, even on the battlefield, offered one solution. Letters from Indian Army 
soldiers included requests for “a Holy Qur’an — a very small one … which is kept in a 
locket,” “a small Qur’an which will go into the pocket,” and “a little Koran … which can 
go inside a little box, the sort of thing that I can keep in my pocket.”4 Yet the request 
and production of miniature Qur’ans from national and international suppliers not only 
provided a solution to distribution and storage issues but also participated in a long 
lineage of Islamic objects bestowed with divine agency.5 This history challenges the 
general archival positioning of these objects as decorative or passive vessels of scripture.6 
Islamic art historian Nancy Um, working on seventeenth and eighteenth-century gifts 

grouped under the misnomer “Mughal glass,” argues that their 
identity might be recast “from isolated items of decorative 

interest to parts of assemblages” through research 
methods that highlight the objects’ “practical 

and experiential dimensions.”7 This article 
adds to a rich body of existing scholarship, 
by applying its insights collectively to 

the miniaturized Qur’ans. I explore how 
historians’ understanding of these objects 

might change when existing scholarship, 
like Kristina Myrvold and Andreas Johansson’s 

research into their divine powers, is placed in 
dialogue with the activation of divine agency in 

Islamic material culture and material encounters with 
these Qur’ans in the archive. I argue that material traces of 

the body — and its absence — on these objects indicates that 
the agencies of these Qur’ans were realised through their close 
contact with the soldier’s body.

1 Miniature Qur’an in Metal Case 
with Tassels (purple), 1915, views 
of front and script in closed metal 
case. Metal, fabric, paper, whole:  
2 × ⅜ × 1/16 in.; chord extended: 
13 3/16 × 1 13/16 in. Imperial War 
Museum © Imperial War Musem 
EPH (5829)

1_Commentaries pp2–31_g.indd   15 10/25/24   10:16 AM



16 American Art | Fall 2024

Consider two typical designs of 
miniaturized Qur’ans. The first is a single 
sheet of tissue thin paper inscribed with 
Qur’anic scripture, folded repeatedly such 
that it could be held in a tiny metal case 
(fig. 1). The case is bookended with tassels, 
one straight and the other a closed loop; I 
suggest this allowed the case to be tied to 
the body. The metal side, which protects 
the case’s opening, is fixed; it is not hinged 
and seems to have been bent with the 
intention of keeping the text permanently 
inside. This aligns with the style of other 
objects in Islamic material culture that 
could bring good fortune on or protect 
the user, because the Qur’anic extracts 
were not intended for reading, but rather 
were to be worn with the body. Examples 
include fabric shirts, inscribed with the full 
content of the Qur’an, and seal designs on 
rings or stamps that incorporate scriptural 
quotes.8 A small cylindrical metal container 
held by London’s Imperial War Museum 
(hereafter IWM) was worn on a chain by a 
Turkish soldier, and is catalogued as having 
held similar Qur’anic texts.9 This echoes 
Myrvold and Johansson’s account that 
Turkish soldiers were gifted copies of the 
Qur’an by the Ottoman sultan following 
the losses at Gallipoli, which were simi-
larly hung “around body parts that were 
hurt and in pain.”10 As with the miniature 
Qur’ans considered here, the intention was 
not to remove and read the texts; rather, 
they were material forms of divine presence 
with all associated powers. 

The second surviving design was manufactured by Glasgow-based printer, David Bryce 
& Son. Bryce drew on an existing blueprint for the firm’s miniaturized Bibles to produce 
Qur’ans as tiny, bound books that were then enclosed in metal cases (fig. 2).11 The case 
features a circular magnifying glass, embedded into its front, and a crescent-shaped lug at 
the top with which to attach it to the body. Those editions I handled personally included 
a bound text in mint condition, even when the case is aged; the binding is uncreased, the 
gilt cover is immaculate. Compared to the firm’s miniaturized Bibles, which often have 
cracked spines, damaged pages, and well-worn covers, the condition of the Bryce-printed 
Qur’ans suggests that they were not read as texts. 

I propose that what draws these designs together are the bodily practices with which 
the auspicious and protective potential of the objects was realized. The handling of minia-
turized Qur’ans by soldiers in the First World War is best understood by turning to studies 
of similar objects and their activation in Islamic material culture. For example, in her 
work on the agency of late Ottoman seals, Cristiane Gruber argues that intensely personal 

2 Miniature Qur’an (printed by 
David Bryce & Son) with red and 
gold decoration on cover, ca. 1915. 
Metal, fabric, paper, Qur’an: 1 1/16 
× 13/16 × 7/16 in.; measurement 
when case is closed): 1 7/16 × 1 5/16 
× 9/16 in. Emery Walker Trust, Item 
No. 01470 © Emery Walker Trust
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practices that involved the user’s body, often on the guidance of accompanying manuals, 
activated the objects’ powers. One such manual, dated 1877, notes “whoever rubs the seal 
on his face morning and night will be absolved from eighty years of sins, and whoever 
looks at the seal at the beginning of the month will be safe from all misfortune.”12 These 
instructions are echoed in a letter from Alfred Ezra, who procured at least 3,000 David 
Bryce miniature Qur’ans for hospitalized Indian Army soldiers. He writes that the Qur’ans 
were “a huge success. … On receiving one, the man will stand up, put the book over his 
head and touch each eye with it, and then kiss the book with reverence. They nearly all 
wear them round their necks, and say that this protects them from all harm.”13 Myrvold 
and Johansson discuss this letter as evidence of the miniature Qur’ans’ divine power.14 

I contend that Indian soldiers during the First World War also relied on forms of 
bodily intimacy and connection in their engagement with the miniature Qur’ans they 
received. Surviving fragments of letters sent by soldiers speak to the comfort in faith sought 
by combatants and their families; it offered them a means of escaping the war’s horrors 
and finding a higher purpose in its violence. One unnamed Punjabi Muslim cavalryman 
writes, for example, “God be merciful, God have pity, God deliver his people,” while 
others believe the war to be the divine wrath of God.15 Dafadar Himayat Ullah was “by 
the help of God” able “even in the trenches …  to keep the fast and say my prayers,” while 
Shulaman Khan observes that “God has been very gracious to us and we have won repu-
tation.” Like Ullah, he attributes his resilience to God: “I get through each day by taking 
the name of God. I have made over my [Ramadan] and [Eid] to God’s care.”16 In addition 
to words of prayer and thanks, soldiers deployed objects with protective powers to reassure 
and safeguard friends; Dafadar Shah Jahan Khan, for example, sent a ta’wiz (amulet) to 
a friend, entreating them to “keep it about you” and “keep a stout heart.”17 The comfort 
sought in one’s faith and associated objects adds weight to how historians might under-
stand the relationship between soldiers’ bodies and the miniaturized Qur’ans.

What emerges by adopting a perspective that draws context from Gruber’s work on 
object agency in the history of Islamic material culture and from Myrvold and Johansson’s 
work on the beliefs that these miniature Qur’ans were believed to possess divine powers, 
is an entanglement of object, the body and the divine at the moment of activating the 
Qur’an’s agency. This happens in an intensely personal and tactile way, beyond merely 
wearing the object. Tarnishing patterns on the cases that held otherwise intact Qur’anic 
scripts offer crucial material signs of such devotional touch across examples of the David 
Bryce designs. Editions at the IWM (see fig. 2) and the Horniman Museum collection 
in London both exhibit tarnishing patterns on the front of the case that exclude the bezel 
around the embedded magnifying glass.18 Although the pristine condition of the min-
iature Qur’ans suggest they were predominantly kept inside their cases, these tarnishing 
patterns show that the cases were then thumbed or touched around the magnifying glass 
to activate their divine properties. 

There is a lineage of object animacy in Islam, and this article has drawn together 
Islamic studies, design histories and object-led research to position the miniaturized 
Qur’ans provided to Indian Army soldiers within this agentive material culture landscape. 
Such historical artifacts can subsequently be understood as part of complex networks that 
go beyond the human.

K A T I E  I R A N I  is an associate lecturer in Cultural & Historical Studies at the London 
College of Fashion, UAL, and a member of research collective OPEN. She holds a PhD in 
design history from the Royal College of Art, London, and Victoria & Albert Museum.
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