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Abstract

Importance of Epigraphy in the Study of History and
Civilization: The case of Arabic and Persian
Inscriptions of Bengal

Inscriptions are a valuable source for understanding human
civilization and culture as they serve as a missing link to the
past history offering many valuable historical clues which
are not easily available otherwise. As Islamic culture
attaches special importance to writing, inscriptions became a
significant element of Islamic architectural decoration ever
since the first century AH. Islamic culture considered
inscriptions a powerful medium to convey visual, cultural,
and spiritual messages. Inscriptions at times help us in
understanding the political, administrative, social, religious
and cultural history of a region. Interestingly, epigraphy
emerged as an important discipline in Islamic
historiographic tradition as early as early ninth/fifteenth
century when scholars such as al-Shibi of Makkah started
looking at inscriptions with scholarly interest and historical
intent.
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Muslim Bengal is particularly rich in epigraphic
tradition and has a large number of Arabic and Persian
inscriptions. An interesting aspect of these epigraphic texts
is the various inscribed titles which, in a way, portray the
worldly ambition of power and glory of the ruling class, albeit
over-toned in religious fervour, often turning into a sort of
expression that can be aptly compared with modern days’
political vocabulary as “euphemism” and “politically correct”.
These inscriptions were rendered in various writing styles
such as Kufi, thulth, naskh, riga‘, rayhani, muhaqqagq,
tughra’ and Bihari. The high standard displayed in their
literary style, aesthetic exuberance and calligraphic taste
reminds us the cultural continuity in various Islamic regions
in medieval times, it can perhaps be termed as “globalization
of the medieval Islamic world”.
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