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BIHAR

BIHAR (Behar), a state in northeastern India, bounded by Nepal in the north,
West Bengal in the east, Orissa in the south, and Uttar Pradesh and Madhya
Pradesh in the west. This article treats the influence of Persian language and
culture in Bihar.

While there was an Achaemenid influence on the Mauryan empire of ancient
Bihar (322-185 b.c.), the impact of the Persian language and certain cultural
features began in 1197 a.d. and continues to the present day. Speaking of the
palace ruins of Pataliputra, Rowland (p. 39) calls them “the first indication of
the tremendous influence exerted on Mauryan India by the art of the
Achaemenid Empire,” and adds that “the conscious adoption of the Iranian
palace plan by the Mauryas was only part of the paraphernalia of imperialism
imported from the West.”

The next wave of influence began when the swash-buckling Baktiar Kalj1
swept through Bihar, during the period 1197-1202, establishing Turkish rule
there. Although Persian was neither his mother tongue nor that of his soldiery
and although both he and his troops came from a nomadic background, the
imperial traditions and language of Persia were accepted in the eastern
portion of the Islamic world. Thus during the Sultanate period (1206-1526)
Bihar, whether under the sway of Delhi or Bengal, used Persian as its
administrative language, as well as for historical writings. It was also the
language of the Sufis of Bihar. Outstanding among them by virtue of the
eminence of his sanctity, as well as his literary output in Persian, was Shaikh
Saraf-al-Din Manéri (d. 1381). His various collections of letters, especially his




@\ BIHAR | Syed Hasan Askari

Maktubat-e sadi, show a mastery of the language in his direct yet profound
exposition of the Sufi path. His prose is devoid of artificiality and is enhanced
by the inclusion of apposite verses. His cousin, Ahmad Carmpos, has left
behind a divan, while his chief disciple, Mozaffar Sams Balki, left a noteworthy
collection of letters, as did his nephew, Hosayn Mo‘ezz Balki. There were also
several aphoristic anthologies (malfiizat) devoted to Maneéri, including Ma'dan
al-ma‘ant, Kvan-e por ne'mat, and the moving death account, Wafat-nama, all
produced by Zayn Badr ‘Arabi. There was also a malfiiz devoted to Hosayn,
Ganj-e la yakfa. The corpus of Ferdowsl writings forms the high-point of the
Persian literary output of Bihar during this period. While Persian reigned in
the retreats (kanaqahs), it is instructive to notice that ManérT’s preference for a
Koranic commentary in Persian attributed to Imam Zahid was shared by
others (Jackson, 1986, pp. 84, 130, 137-39, 141).

A study of inscriptional slabs of the period shows that, while they normally
begin in Arabic, the main body usually consists of Persian verse.

During the Mughal period the use of Persian for administrative purposes, e.g.,
in issuing edicts (farmans, hokm-namas), documents (parvanas), medals
(nesans), etc., increased. There was also a conscious literary cultivation of
Persian. The language was not only entrenched in the kanaqahs, but also in the
religious schools (madrasas), such as the Zaynabilya in Phulwari Sarif, near
Patna; Sayf Khan’s madrasa in Patna itself; and others in Behar Sarif, Gaya,
and Barh, where Persian was both taught to the students and used as the
medium of instruction. Phulwari Sarif was also a QaderI center and produced
a long line of saintly men eminent for their Persian writings, e.g. Wahid-al-
Haqq Abdali (d. 1785).

While Molla Saleh of Chapra was Awrangzeb’s (Awrangzib’s) earliest teacher,
it was Molla Mohan Beharl who was his tutor for twelve years, and when
Awrangzéb appointed a twelve-member syndicate to draw up the Fatawa-ye
‘alamgirt, Molla Safi‘ and his brother-in-law Molla Fa’eq of Amathua, near
Gaya, as well as Mawlana Razi-al-Din of Bhagalpur and Mawlana Hafiz-Allah
of Phulwari, represented Bihar.

It was Patna’s fame as a center of Persian and Arabic studies which led to Raja
Ram Mohan Roy’s being sent there from Bengal about 1772. He acquired
enough proficiency in Persian not merely to gain employment in the East India
Company but also to compose Tohfat al-mowahhedin in Persian and a
foreword to it in Arabic.
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The Shuttari order also produced a considerable output of Sufi writings, such
as Mogqtabes al-anwar and Malfiiz-e rokni, the life and teaching of Qasem-Allah
Shuttari by his son-in-law, Kvaja ‘All of Rajgir. Nor can the works of the
eminent celibate Sufi, Mohammad Mon‘em Pak (d. 1771), Elhamat-e mon‘emi,
Mokasefat-e mon‘'emi, and MoSahedat-e mon‘'emi be overlooked but see also
Marshall, Mughals in India, p. 353. Historical works include Mohammad-‘All
Ansar?’s Tartk-emozaffart and Bahr al-mawwaj, and Golam-Hosayn’s Siar al-
mota’akkerin, while Hosaynqoll Khan’s NeStar-e ‘eSq is a compendium of
biographical notes on Persian poets. ‘Ali-Ebrahim Khan was the author of
many Persian anthologies, e.g., Golzar-e Ebrahim, Kolasat al-kalam and Sohof-e
Ebrahim, as well as Tartk-eMaratha.

While it is not possible to enumerate all the noted figures of Persian literature
during this period, special mention has to be made of some Hindu authors
who attained eminence, e.g., Raja Ram Narayan “Mauzoon” and his brother,
Dhiraj. The correspondence of the former with his tutor, Shaikh ‘Al1 Hazin, is
worthy of mention. Raja Piyare Lal “Olfat1”, was famous for his gazals as also
for his matnawt, Neyrang-e taqdir, while his maternal grandfather, Raja Ujagar-
chand “Olfat” has left two fine collections of ornately written letters, Ensa-ye
Zgartb and Ensa-ye olfat, in addition to his divan.

The use of Persian verses as decorative inscriptions on monuments continued,
as did the use of Persian encaustic tiles, e.g., in the mosque built by a follower
of

Sayesta Khan, as also on the grounds of the fourteenth-century Tughluq
mausoleum of Sayyed Mohammad Sistani in Behar Sarif.

Patna was renowned as a center of ivory painting, where the rendering of
birds, animals, and human beings showed Persian influence. Persian
calligraphy was also practiced and highly prized and ‘Ezz-al-Din, a great
calligrapher, produced a work containing specimens of the various forms of
scripts.

Even under British rule, Persian continued to be used. For example,
Buchanan’s map of Patna—doubtless produced for him, and dated 1812—is in
Persian. At the beginning of the present century such Hindu lawyers as
Baijnath Singh knew enough Persian to render some of ManérT’s writings into
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English. Even today Patna has scholars steeped in Persian, such as ‘Ata’-al-
Rahman ‘Ata’ Kakovi and Sayyed Hasan, as well as others.
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