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          Indian Vernacular Literature : Premakhyana 

Vernacular literature is always important in Indian history. 

We have several types of vernacular literature available in 

Indian society from the post Gupta period. After the 

coming of the Muslims some important social changes took 

place in the society. These changes came in the form of 

medieval socio-religious movement. In this movement 

Sufism played a very significant role. Mohammad Habib 

in his article “Early Muslim Mysticism” highlighted that 

Sufism came from the word Tasawwuf which means 

philosophy. He argued that Tasawwuf is a post graduate 

creed of Islam1. Kasf-al-mahzup mentioned that Al- 

Huzweri was the first Sufi saint who came in India in 1088 

A.D. First Sufi Silsilah came into the existence in Indian 

subcontinent with the coming of the Chishti Silsilah. 

Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti was the founder of this Sufi 

silsilah. Apart from chishti silsilah, other silsilah also 

dominated in medieval Indian society. For eg. - 

Suharwardi, Naqshbandia, Qadri etc. Apart from these 

important Sufi silsilah we have a lot of evidences regarding 

Sufi poets who wrote Premakhyan in local Awadhi 

language. These sufi poets are different from traditional 

sufi saints. But the tradition of writing of Premakhyan is 

not a new phenomena in Islamic History. We have a lot of 

evidences in Iranian romances regarding this for eg. Alif- 

Laila, Shireen- Farhad. 
 

1. Muhammad Habib, “Early Muslim Mysticism”, pp 22-61. 



 

 

Sufi Premakhyan tradition begun with Maulana Daud’s 

(1475) Chandayan and continued till Nasir’s (1917) Prem 

Darpan. In this long period of nearly six hundred years, 

Poets like Qutuban, Manjhan (c.1593) and Jaisi (d.1599) 

emerged as the shining stars of literary space.2 

                                   Indian historians like Athar Abbas 

Rizvi have seen the poetry of the Premakhyan as an attempt 

related to create a synthesis of Hindu-Muslim cultures.3 On 

the other hand, Aditya Bahl believes that Sufi Premakhyan 

poetry is representative of a distinct Islamic literary 

tradition. According to him, this tradition signals towards 

the adaptation and localization of Islam in Indian context. 

The synthesis of Indian elements in the Indian Islamic 

tradition was the result of a well thought of a conscious 

adaptation of these people who remained muslim by faith. 

Therefore according to Behl, this poetry cannot be viewed 

as the synthesis of opposing elements of a distinct Islamic 

tradition.4 These works also tells us about their political 

nature.5 

 
2 Qaiser Yazdani, Sufi Darshan evam Sadhna tatha Qutuban, Manjhan evam Jaisi Kavya 

mai uski Abhivyakti, Genuine Publication, Delhi, 1979 p. 287. 
3 S.A.A. Rizvi, A History of Sufism in India Vol.-II, Munshiram Manoharlal, 

 Delhi 1983, p. 433. 

      4.    Aditya Behl, “The Magic Deo: Desire and Narrative in the Hindavi Sufi Romances”, circa                 

1503, in Richard M. Eaton ed. The India’s Islamic Tradition, Oxford University Press, 

New Delhi, 2003, pp. 180-183. 

     5.    Acharya Chandrabali Pandey, Hindi Sahitya ka Vrihat Itihaas, Nagari Pracharana Sabha, 

Kashi, Varanasi, 2014 pp. 113.  

 



 

                                       The Premakhyan poets did choose 

regional folk tales as the basis of their masnawis6 but the 

praise of Allah and the descriptions and praise of the 

prophet, four pious caliphs, and the praise of the poet’s own 

pir (teacher) signals that these works were bound by 

traditional Islamic Sufi ideology. However even as the 

character of these Premakhyan creations are defined by and 

direct by Islamic Sufism. These text are seen as a part of a 

distinct Indian Islamic tradition because  of containing and 

accepting many ideas, traditions and rituals from Indian 

literature. These are distinct from them and describe the 

evolution of Islam in Indian environment. 

                                           Sufi Premakhyan have not been 

able to receive same status as other Sufi texts such as 

Malfuzat have. Malfuz literature is different from 

Premakhyan text in several manners. Malfuz literature was 

composed by the murids (students) of Sufi sheikhs 

(teacher) based on their memory and recollection. They 

used to write down the sayings of their pir every day.                                                

As Carl W. Ernst believes that Malfuz is the declared oral 

pronouncements, lecture and thoughts that were written 

down by the murids and were presented as standard lessons 

for the members of the silsilah.7 Noted historian  
6.     S.A.A. Rizvi, A History of Sufism in India Vol. II, P. 434. 

7.    Carl W. Ernst, Eternal Garden: Mysticism, History, and Politics at a South Asian Sufi  

Centre, II ed. State University of New York press, New Delhi 2004, pp.62 & 84. And Khaliq 

Ahmad Nizami, “Historical Significance of the Malfuz Literature of Medieval India”, in his 

On History and Historians of Medieval India, Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 

New Delhi, 1982, pp.163-97. 

 



 

Mohammad Habib in an important article has attracted our 

attention towards the existence of real and fake or 

imaginative Malfuz texts, related to the chishti Silsilah of 

the Sultanate period.8 On the other hand, the context of 

medieval Sufi Premakhyan is not the life of great Sufi 

saints like Nizamuddin Auliya and Sheikh Nizamuddin 

Mahmud Chirag-i Dilli or their sayings but rather 

contemporary north Indian, especially Awadhi language 

folklores. These folklores retold by the composers of these 

Premakhyan by giving them the Islamic color of Sufism 

and ideals in such a way that the readers and listeners 

(Muslims, Non- Muslims, Aristocracy and commoners) 

were attracted towards them.  

                           The poetry of Sufi Premakhyan text are 

related to old Indian traditions.9 Due to these traditions 

being related to local folklores, their heroes and heroines 

are historically dubious. Whereas the Sufis who were the 

subject of malfuz literature are frequently mentioned in 

various sources. Sufi Premakhyan tradition ably represents 

oral tradition. For example Ahir folklores are described in 

Chandayan.10 Although a malfuz also records oral 

tradition, its reliability is greater than Premakhyan text. 

 
8.  Mohammad Habib, “Chisti Mystic Records of the Sultanate Period”, in ed. Politics and Society        

during the Early Medieval Period, collected works of Mohammad Habib, K.A. Nizami, ed., 

Vol. I, People’s publishing House, New Delhi, 1974, pp. 385-433. 
9.  Aditya Behl, “The Magic Deo: Desire and Narrative in a Hindavi Sufi Romances, circa 1503” 

in     Richard M. Eaton The India’s Islamic Tradition, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 

2003, p.180. 

10. ibid p.183. 



 

Malfuz literature was written in Arabic and Persian and 

were intended to be limited to a Muslim audience.11 On the 

other hand Premakhyan were written in Hindi or Awadhi 

language.12 

            The Sufi have written Premakhyan within masnawi 

style and their composition closely revolves around main 

precepts of Islam.13 They have tried to displace Sufi 

thoughts in every possible way. Due to the malfuz text 

being composed by murids, they are not able to give an 

accurate account of Sufi viewpoints. There is always a 

chance that the murids has been careless in giving a clear 

description of Sufi ideas.14 

                              On the one hand Sufi Premakhyan poets 

created grounds of high quality culture, while on the other 

did not hesitate to express their own ideals and thoughts 

while keeping within the confines of Indian culture. The 

entire Sufi compositions are testimony to the fact that they 

have not expressed anything else except their own beliefs 

and values. These text must be seen under “tassawuf” and 

“sufimat” or else they will merely appear as love stories.15 

According to some historians, the prominent among them 

being S.A.A. Rizvi suggest the influence of the major 
 

11. Carl W. Ernst, Eternal Garden: Mysticism, History and Politics at a South AsianSufi Centre,      

p.62. 
12. Aditya Behl, “The Magic Deo”, Richard M. Eaton, ed., The India’s Islamic Tradition, p.183 

13. Ibid, P.187. 

14. Carl W. Ernst, Eternal Garden, p.63.  

15.  Qaiser Yazdani, Sufi Darshan evam Sadhna, pp. 287 



 

saints of bhakti saints can be seen clearly on  the Sufi 

Premakhyan literature. According to Rizvi the Premakhyan 

writer of 16th  century were influenced by the ideas of Kabir 

and Nanak. Orthodox muslims respected Radha-Krishna’s 

stories popularized by Surdas but in Abdul Wahid 

Bilgrami’s khanqah, they were merely seen as symbols of 

love and materialism. Vishnupad, important both in Kabir 

and Surdas got important position in ‘Sama’. Orthodox 

Raskhan began to write about Krishna.16 Similarly 

Premakhyan writers used hindu gods and goddesses and 

Indian languages to expand their concept of tasawwuf. The 

influence of Nathpanthis and Yogis is also visible in their 

compositions as when the heroes turns into a yogi in love 

for the heroine. 

                    Therefore after fair comparison it is not 

difficult to reach the conclusion that Nathpanthis, Nirguna 

bhakti and Sagun bhakti all have left a mark on Sufi 

Premakhyan, however clear evidence to prove this relation 

is not available. Nirguna and Sagun saints (like Kabir and 

Tulsi) used Awadhi language to popularize their bhakti. 

Sufi Premakhyan compositions were also related to eastern 

Uttar Pradesh and most of the Premakhyans were written 

in Awadhi language. Malik Muhammad Jaisi was related 

to Jaunpur while Kabir and Tulsi wrote in Kashi (Banaras) 

which is not far from Jaunpur. However stretching the 

 
16. S.A.A. Rizvi, A History of Sufism in India Vol.II p.433. 

 



 

 similarities beyond a certain point would be disrespecting. 

 The fundamental differences among these bhakti 

movements. Nirguna bhakti, Sagun Bhakti and Nathpanthi 

are different (even though related) religious ideologies. 

Sufi premakhyan ideology only appears to have a slight 

relation to them. Sufi Premakhyan poets were totally 

related to Islamic beliefs. They did not believe in god and 

goddesses of Sagun bhakti. The nirguna arrogance of kabir 

is not visible in them. It is also pertinent to mention here 

that while Kabir, Raidas, Dadu etc Nirguna saints were 

related to the lowest strata and caste of the society, Daud, 

Qutuban, Manjhan etc. the sufi Premakhyan writers 

belonged to muslim community’s literate and aristrocratic 

class. Where Kabir and other Nirguna saints criticized 

social stratification and ridiculed caste differences. Sufi 

premakhyan poets, even while being muslims did not 

disregard caste hierarchies. The study of these text tells us 

that in the contemporary non-muslim society the high 

status of Brahmanas and their dominance has been 

accepted by Jaisi and other Sufi poets. As far as patriarchy 

and gender related issues are concerned,some similarities 

between opinion of the saints and the poets of Premakhyan 

are clearly visible. Deterioration of women is visible in 

several of Kabir’s  sakhis as well as in those of other saints. 

Jaisi and other poets are not able to escape the structure of 

the patriarchal society. As visible, everywhere Kabir 

compares women as maya (illusion). The Premakhyan 

poets did adopt Saguna symbols and metaphors in their 



 

ideologies but all of these poets essentially believed in 

Islamic monotheism.17  

                          The explanation of a few important works 

on Premakhyan done by Hindi literary scholars and 

historians is essential. It is true that early Hindi scholars 

and historians mentioned Sufi poets here and there but 

actual and systematic critical study of Sufi poets began 

with Jaisi’s padmavat. Study started coming one after 

another.  

               Professor Pandit Ramchandra Shukla was the 

first who wrote critical analysis of Sufi philosophy and 

devotion based on Padmavat and other writings of Jayasi.18 

Post this, attempts to understand Tasawwuf or sufimat 

were started by various scholars. In the meantime, apart 

from scholarly papers, text were also published. Professor 

Chandrabali Pandey’s book may be taken as the first study 

of sufimat but he has been able to give only single faceted 

study of Sufism.19  

              Mata Prasad Gupta published Jayisi’s granthavali 

and gave a scientific perspective to the study of Jayisi. 

However this book too turned out to the merely something 

to provoke interest.20  
 

17. Please refer for several aspects of Sant movement , Karine Schomer and W.H.    Melevd, eds, 

The Sants: Studies in a Devotional Tradition of India, Motilal Banarasidas, Delhi, 1987. 

18. Pandit Ramchandra Shukl, Jaisi Granthavali, Nagari Pracharani Sabha, Kashi   

Vishwavidyalaya , Kashi, 2017, pp. 23 

19. Acharya Chandrabali Pandey, Hindi Sahitya ka Vrihat Itihaas, Nagari Pracharani Sabha, 

Kashi,     2014, pp.91. 

20. Dr. Mata Prasad Gupt, Jaisi Granthawali, Hindustan Academy, Allahabad 1952, pp.117. 
 



 

Pandit Parshuram Chaturvedi provided a systematic 

introduction to Sufi poets.21 Professor Hazari Prasad 

Dwivedi attracted our attention towards the study of the 

Sufi lines of Sufi poetry.22 Whereas Hindi critique Vijay 

Dev Narayan Shahi described these Premakhyans , 

particularly Jaisi, beyond the religious and political 

interpretations. He described these texts only on the basis 

of poetic manner.                

  Among some of the works done by historians, Qaiser 

Yazdani has written about Sufi philosophy and mysticism 

as expressed in premakhyans. In this he has tried to look at 

the various aspect of society, life and sufi philosophy.23 

Apart from this SA Abbas Rizvi has dedicated one chapter 

of his books to these premakhyans. He has highlighted the 

impact of kabir and Nanak on these sufi text, he has 

described muslim poets like Raskhan as completely 

immersed in Krishna Bhakti, thereby presenting a 

harmonious relationship between hindus and muslims. As 

has been shown in this research work premakhyan have to 

be seen not as representative of hindu muslim harmony but 

rather, they have to be understood in contemporary and 

cultural contexts. Aditya Bahl in his article has attempted 

to analyze premakhyan text. He has  

 
21. Pt. Parsuram Chaturvedi, Sufi Kavya Sangraha, Sandhya Publications, Calicut 1976, pp.17 

22. Acharya Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, Hindi Sahitya, Attar chand Kapoora, Delhi 1977, pp.79 

23. Dr. Qaiser Yazdani, Sufi Darshan evam Sadhna, Genuine Publications, Delhi 1979 , pp.28 
 



 

 looked at the description of love between the hero and the 

heroine in which the process by which the hero gets the 

heroine is seen as representative of physical pleasure. He 

has seen heroes to be Yogis which shows the influence of 

contemporary yogis.24
 

 Attempt has been made not only to research for elements 

of historicity but also to work on some new aspect. For this 

purpose effort has been made to keep these premakhyan 

near their cultural,social and gender based aspects. The 

questions which are sought to be answered are- what 

cultural structures have these Sufis sought to present? What 

was the viewpoint of the question towards people from 

other communities and women? It is very important to 

discuss that to understand medieval Sufi Premakhyan in 

terms of modern secular thoughts as an evidence of Hindu 

Muslim synthesis is actually focusing modern secular 

thought upon them. It is necessary to understand these text 

within the time frame for these poets as well as their 

historical elements. To understand the descriptive 

strategies of Mullah Daud, Qutuban and Jaisi among 

others, it is first necessary to accept this fact that most of 

these Sufis had links with one or the other sufi silsillahs 

and contemporary ruling class. We also need to see 

whether the poets of these premakhyan provided any form 

of legitimacy to contemporary polity or if we see 

 
24. Aditya Behl, “The Magic Deo”, Richard M. Eaton ed. India’s Islamic Tradition, pp.63-64  

 

 



 

 some form of tension between the sufi ideology and 

political authority of that time. Was there any form of 

competition among the Sufis, saints, Vaishnavites, 

nathpanthis and other sects for the propagation of their 

ideas? Among various religious communities what kind of 

views about gender surface in these premakhyans? 
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