Shonaar Bangla (Golden Bengal)

Bangladesh is a country in South Asia. It is surrounded by India on all sides except for a small border with Myanmar
to the far southeast and the Bay of Bengal to the south. Together with the Indian state of West Bengal, it makes up
the linguistic region of Bengal.

The population of Bangladesh ranks seventh in the world, but its area of approximately 144,000 square kilometers
(55,600 sq mi) is ranked ninety-fourth, making it one of the most densely populated countries in the world. It is the
third-largest Muslim-majority nation. Geographically dominated by the fertile Ganges-Brahmaputra Delta, the
country has annual monsoon floods, and cyclones are frequent. Currently, 11% of Bangladesh’s population is Hindu,
down from 22% in 1951 and 13% in 1974. That makes it the third largest Hindu state of the world after India and
Nepal.



A Statuesque Past

The region of Bengal (including present day Bangladesh), find mention in the writings of Greek historian
Diodorus Siculus (90 BC - 40 BC), as the powerful kingdom of Gangaridai, which along with Prasii (present
day Gangetic India), forced Alexander the Great, to abandon his advances into South Asia.

Hindu, Gupta empire (335 - 600 CE) and Gauda kingdom (600 - 750 CE), followed by the Buddhist Pala
empire (750 1070 CE) were responsible for establishing Bengal as a prosperous and culturally and
militarily advanced region with its sphere of influence extending into Indonesia, Tibet and Myanmar. The
Palas were followed by the Hindu Sena dynasty (1070 - 1270 CE).
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Vernacular Hinduism

The Mallas, Devas, Chandras, Varmans and other localized dynasties, whose influence was limited to small
parts of Bengal, were instrumental in developing arts and culture unique to Hinduism in Bengal. Tanlric
Buddhism and Shakta Hinduism, under the Mimansa School of Hindu philosophy were the popular belief
systems.

Later, Gaudiyva Vaishnavism under Achintya-Bheda-Abheda (inconceivable one-ness and difference),
which forms a part of the Vedantfa School of Hindu philosophy, gained prominence.

Charyapada the earliest extant Bangla poems, also known as Charyagiti, dates back to the Tth and 8th century, CE. A palm-leaf manuscript
containing the poems was discovered in the library of the royal court of Nepal in 1907 by Haraprasad Shastri. The manuscript has 47 verses
written by 23 poets. Though the poets used pseudonyms to hide their actual identities, their poems provide a realistic picture of medieval Bengali
sociely. The poetry highlighted the Sshajiya doctrine, prevalent in Hinduism and Buddhism

{Below) Terra Coita on the wall of Kantaji's Hindu Temple in Dinajpur, Bangladesh. Photo Courtesy: Hasan Muhammed Zahidul Amin
Hindu and Buddhist temple art and architecture evolved theair own local styles and use of material. Bricks and Terra Cotta panels and arched

entrances were typical of this style. The Terra Cotta art mostly depicted scenes from the Mahabharata and Ramayana and the life of Krishna

The Dhakeshvari Temple Complex. The name of the capital city of Dhaka is
darived from the name of this temple complex, atiributed to the Hindu ruler
Ballal Sena. Subsequent additions and restorations have integrated a plethora
of architectural stylas from later periods. Photo by Fritz Kapp in 1904
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The Advent of Islam

Gulam Husayn “Salim” ZaydpdrT in his opus, the Riyaz-us-Salalin (Garden of Sultans), a history Of Bengal,
writes, “Bengal was conquered for Islam by Malik |khttar-ud-din Muhammad Bakhtiar Khilji in 1188 CE
during the reign of Sultan Qutbu-d-din Aibak of Dilli" (Delhi).

Bakhtiar Khilji destroyed the University City of Walanda, considered by many, based on the writings of
Chinese Buddhist traveler Xuanzang, to be the largest University in the world during the 12th Century. The
Islamic conquest of Western Bengal, led to the decline of Buddhism and thousands of Buddhist monks
evacuated to Nepal and Tibet to escape persecution and death. In 1205 CE, Khilji raided the capital of the
Hindu Sena ruler, Lakshmana Sena, disguised as a horsetrader. Surprised and overwhelmed, the eighty
years old Lakshmana Sena escaped to Eastern Bengal. After destroying the capital city of Gauda, Khilji
declared himself the first Islamic ruler of Bengal.

Gold coin of Muhammad Bakhtiar Khilji, &
struck im 1204 CE in Bengal in the name =558
of Sultan Muhammad Ghuri. Photo by .
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Khilji asked if there was a copy of the Koran at Nalanda before he burnt it. When the Tibetan

translator Chag Latsawa visited the university in 1235, he found them damaged and looted
The destruction of the universities at Malanda, as wel
as the destruction of many templas and monasteries
thraughout northern India which housed centers of
Hindu & Buddhist learning, is considered by many
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Islamic Expansion

Having dislodged a Hindu dynasty in Bengal, the earliest Muslim rulers made no attempt to assert
legitimate authority over their conquered subjects through administrative means, displaying instead, a
show of coercive power. Their earliest architecture reveals an immigrant people still looking over their
shoulders to distant Delhi which in turn looked towards the Middle East. In the course of the thirteenth
century, howewver, political rivalry with Delhi compelled Bengal's rulers to adopt a posture of strenuous
religious orthodoxy vis-a-vis their former overlords. This they did by associating themselves with the font
of all Islamic legitimacy, directly to the office of the Caliph in Baghdad. After gaining independence from
Delhi in the mid fourteenth century, the Sultans of Bengal added to this posture a projection of Persian
imperial ideology, reflected in their lifestyle, art and architecture

Lo

The Gateway of Nur Quib Alam Mosgue. Nur Qutub Alam was a The Ekfakhi Mosgue traditionaly known as the mauscleum of
15th century Sufi saint (d. 1415 CE) in whose honour the Jalaluddin Muhammad Shah is the earliest example of monuments of
famous Qutub Shahi mosque was erected at FPandua in 1582 its type in Bengal. The date remains unknown, but generally is taken
CE. Photo by Ravenshaw in 1860 © British Council as the death year of Jalaluddin {1433 CE) & British Counci

Sultan Jalaluddin's Hindu name was Jadunath before his conversion to Islam. He was the son of Raja
Ganesh, a Hindu Chieftain, who, in a rebellion captured power from the Muslim lllyasi Sultans, in
1410 CE. Raja Ganesh was however subdued by a coalition of Islamic armies who marched

to Gauda when the Sufi Mur Qutub Alam exhorted the Caliph to save

Islam in Bengal. Ganesh was allowed to rule in the condition

that his son Jadunath be converted to Islam.

Later Jadunath {now Jalaluddin) murdered

his father and re-established

the Islamic state.




Atrocities by Muslim Sufis

The Sufi orders that migrated to Bengal under the patronage of Islamic rulers, were instrumental in
bringing about massive social upheavals. In the first two centuries of Islamic rule, five major Sufi
orders had been established and local Hindu and Buddhist populations converted in huge numbers.
Most Sufi Muslim orders were led by Persian or Central Asian missionaries, who faced persecution
under Sunni Islamic rulers in their native land. Most of these men belonged to three organized Sufi
brotherhoods, the Suhrawardi, the Firdausi, and the Chishti orders.

The political role played by these Sufi Muslims in Bengal was shaped by ideas of a virulent Sufi
authority that had otherwise failed to evolve in the contemporary Persian-speaking Islamic world in
the Middle East and Central Asia.

Six Sufi saints seated on a terace; Persian style miniature painting of a Sufi saint slaying a Dragan. Such paintings
Khvaja Mu'n al-Din, Ghaus al-A'zam, Khvaja Quib reminiscent of Central Asian culture and landscape was a comman topic of art
al-Din, Shaikh Mihr, Shah Sharaf Bu "Al Qalandar for the Muslim Sufis. Date created: between 1775-1899 CE

and Sultan Musa Shaikh. Opague watercolour and @ Stapleton Collection/Corbis

gold. Dale created: 1780 CE
) British Councl Archives

Shaikh Jalal al-Din Tabrizi (1244—-45 CE), is one of the earliest-known Sufis of Bengal. The earliest
accounts of him appears in the Siyar al-'‘arifin, a compendium of Sufi biographies compiled around
1530-36 CE, three centuries after the Shaikh's lifetime. In 1235 CE, Jalal al-Din Tabrizi traveled to India
and, not finding a warm welcome in the court of Delhi (where competing Sufi orders had already
established themselves), eventually moved on to Gauda, then the remote provincial capital of Bengal.
There he remainad until his death ten years later.

His exploits in Bengal are recorded thus:

“There was also there a (river) port called Deva Mahal, where an infidel (Hindu) had built a temple at
great cost. The Shaikh destroyed that temple and in its place constructed a (Sufi) rest-house, takya.
There, he made many infidels into Muslims. Today [1530-3€], his holy tomb is located at the very
site of that temple, and half the income of that port is dedicated to the upkeep of the public kitchen
for Muslims there”.

By the early fifteenth century, however, too much emphasis upon Persian and Central Asian basis of
Islamic practices— provoked a crisis of confidence among the still powerful Hindu Bengali nobles. That
crisis, manifested in Raja Ganesh's rise to all but legal scvereignty, in turn provoked a crisis of confidence
amaong the chief Muslim literati, the Sufi elite of the time, as mentioned before. These tensions were time
and again resolved by a combination tactics of coerced conversion to Islam and selective acceptance of
some traditional Hindu practices, — on a separate, piecemeal basis.
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The rise of the
closely associated with the Bengali Renaissance, which
saw Iimmense artistic endeaver and flourishing of
indigenous arts and culture not seen under colanial or
Islamic rule until that point. Attempts to bring about
reforms in prevelent Hindu customs (such as to ban on
sati, legalization of widow remarriage) also formed part of

Islamic revivalism and the Hindu Renaissance thrived within the same space and about the same time,

They affected each other, unfortunately more by their mutually antagonistic revivalist impulse, than by the

actual or imagined ‘rational’ impulse of the Renaissance,


























































