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The Baku Ātəşgāh (Persian: آتشگاه   Ātašgāh), i.e., ‘House of Fire,’ generally known as the 
‘Baku Temple of Eternal Fire’ is a castle-like shrine located at 40o24′55″N 50o00′31″E in 
Surakhani (Azeri: Suraxani, meaning ‘red/warm house’ in the Tat language), a suburb of 
Greater Baku, in the Abşeron Peninsula of Azerbaijan. Taken as a set, the dates on the 
various inscriptions found here range from Saṃvat 1725 to Saṃvat 1873, which corresponds 
to the period from 1668 CE to 1816 CE. This, coupled with the assessment that the structure 
looks relatively new, has led some scholars to postulate that the likely period of construction 
of the now existing temple is the seventeenth century (Farid 2003). The complex, invariably 
called Jvālā-Jī-kā-Maṅdir in the inscriptions, is in the form of a derā/akhārā (hermitage) 
with accommodation quarters for pilgrims/travellers. Turned into a museum in 1975, its 
pentagonal walls surround a courtyard in the centre of which sits an altar. When the temple 
was functional, this altar was the centerpiece of the derā where fire rituals were performed. 
The altar-sanctuary itself is a four-sided construction, open on all sides, and consists of four 
rectangular columns, joined by arches and topped by a cupola. The walls of the shrine are 
covered by finely-shaped medium-sized limestone plates. Surrounding the altar are twenty-
four cells which used to hold the images, ascetic worshippers, pilgrims, and merchants with 
their pack-animals. Most of these cells have tablets installed above the doorways in 
Devanāgarī, Gurmukhī, and Lāṅḍā scripts. Two of these tablets are in Gurmukhī which are 
installed above the doorways of cells no. 7 and 10.  

S.G. Gmelin (1771) describes the various Yogic practices of the devotees at this 
temple, especially of one ascetic who had held his arm up for seven years, until it became 
stiffened‒ a species of self-castigation that is only Hindu and was never sanctioned by 
Zoroastrianism (Jackson 1911: 50). Similarly, Jacob Reineggs, who made several journeys in 
the Caucasus before 1796, speaks of the devotees as ‘Indianer,’ and he mentions their Yogic 
austerities, noting also that they burned their dead‒ a fact sufficient in itself to prove they 
could not have been true Zoroastrians. In the Indian ascetical tradition it is believed that in 
order to attain profound spiritual vision one must meditate and practise severe austerities by 
leading a life away from the mundane world of the ordinary. In other words, leading a life in 
complete isolation and under extreme conditions requires mental and physical discipline of 
the highest order. The residents of the Fire Temple of Surakhani appear to have followed this 
type of Weltanschauung.  

In this paper, an attempt has been made to show that the two Gurmukhī tablets and 
another one in Devanāgarī (installed above the doorway of cell no. 12) were installed here in 
the derā to commemorate the visit of Bābā Nānak to Baku while Bābā Jī was returning from 
Africa (around 1511-1521 CE) via the Middle East, Persia, and Central Asia during his 
Fourth Udāsī (Spiritual Journey).  
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As these inscriptions were installed by the Udāsī devotees of Bābā Nānak and his elder 
son Bābā Śrī Chand, it will not be out of context to first look at the origin and development of 
the Udāsī Sampradāya (the Udāsī Order of Ascetics). The word Udāsī is derived from the 
Sanskrit term udāsa or udāsin which in the ascetical tradition implies a spiritually inclined 
mendicant who is indifferent to worldly attachments. Udāsī Sampradāya was founded by 
Bābā Śrī Chand (b.1494), the elder son of Bābā Nānak. Śrī Chand neither settled at one place 
nor did he build any permanent dwellings. The philosophy of the Udāsīs is that of monistic or 
advaita Vedānta as popularized by Ādi Saṅkarācārya. Not only are they scholars of Sanskrit, 
the Udāsīs are particularly adept in Ayurveda, the traditional Indian medicine. They revere 
Gurū Nānak, preach his message, and recite the bāṇī of the Sikh Gurūs, yet have continued to 
retain their separate identity. The Udāsīs worship the pañcāyatana i.e., the five Hindu deities 
viz. Śiva, Viṣṇu, Durgā, Gaṇeśa, and Sūrya (Lochtefeld 2002: 61). References to all these 
five deities have been made at various places in the Mahājvālā Jī Temple of Baku, especially 
in the Devanāgarī and Lāṇḍā inscriptions. 

Since ancient times, the institution of asceticism has largely consisted of two kinds of 
orders i.e. monastery-dwellers (ārāmika/vihārika) and forest/desert dwellers 
(araṇiyakas/araññakas). Bābā Nānak revolutionized asceticism by introducing the concept of 
house-holder ascetics. One line of thought is that though Bābā Nānak led the life of an ascetic 
for many years, he did not advocate this form of life to others as, according to him, the robe 
of a faqir and acts of penance (dhuta) are not in themselves an evidence of a life of purity. 
Thus, this line of thought suggests that Bābā Nānak advocated that people could practice 
virtue while engaged in the ordinary business of the world or could do even better than what 
they could do by withdrawing to the seclusion of the desert or the mountains (Payne 1970: 
27-28). In other words, according to this line of thought, Bābā Nānak laid specific emphasis 
on the importance of family life and he clearly rejected the life of seclusion and withdrawal 
from worldly affairs. Thus, on return from his fourth and final Udāsī, Gurū Nānak Dev wore 
the dress of a family man and gave up his Udāsī outfit. Following this line of thinking, some 
scholars have hinted that Śrī Chand may have gone a bit too far in the practice of ascetical 
penance and as a consequence may have put himself at variance with the path to spirituality 
as suggested by Bābā Nānak (see Macauliffe 1963: 319; Banerji 1972: 160; Latif 1964: 246). 
Consequently, it has been suggested, Śrī Chand was not nominated by Bābā Nānak as his 
successor to the gurgaddī. 

The other line of thought is that Bābā Nānak did not categorically disapprove of the 
path adopted by Śrī Chand. This line of thought suggests that when Śrī Chand requested to be 
blessed and requested Bābā Nānak for his worn Udāsī dress, Nānak blessed him with the 
Udāsī dress as he thought Śrī Chand to be worthy of it (Singh, Giani Lal 2007: 15-16). Śrī 
Chand took a vow to maintain the sanctity of the Udāsī robe till the end (Singh, Kirpal 1994: 
12) and went ahead by founding his own sect and instructed his followers to remain single, 
own no property, and have no fixed homes (Narang 1956: 32). He was recognized as a saint 
and leader by his followers who became known as the Udāsīs. This line of thinking seems to 
indicate that a divine being such as Bābā Nānak could not have shown any prejudice against 
an alternative and well-recognized path to spirituality. For instance, Udāsī Gobind Das, Chief 
Mahant at Kankhal, Hardwar has pointed out in this regard that there was no conflict between 
the father and the son. According to him, “Father and son appreciated that each other’s way 
of life was different, so they each taught their ways separately. The difference was that Baba 
Sri Chand became the teacher of Udasis because one was a house holder (Guru Nanak) and 
one unattached (Baba Sri Chand)” (http://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Baba_Sri_Chand). The Udāsī 
perspective is that Bābā Śrī Chand’s mandate was to teach the ascetics to contemplate God, 
put them on a straight path to salvation, make them firm in knowledge of God, and reveal 
God to them. This was the mandate given by Gurū Nānak to him (see 



3	
	

http://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Baba_Sri_Chand). It goes without saying that Bābā Śrī Chand, at least 
within the traditional perspective, became an inspirational model of vision and 
enlightenment. 

It has been suggested that some of the followers of Śrī Chand may have felt unhappy 
that Bābā Nānak’s place did not go to Śrī Chand and they may have created difficulties for 
Aṅgad by refusing to accept his succession (see Khushwant Singh 1963: 49; Gupta 1973: 81). 
Thus, the issue of gurgaddī being inherited by the eldest son through primogeniture vis-á-vis 
it being conferred by the Gurū on a deserving disciple (śiṣya) may have cropped up. The 
followers of Gurū Aṅgad may have insisted that the gift of Gurūship could only be received 
from the master and not by nominating oneself (see Ādi Graṅth: 474-475). In fact, it has been 
suggested that the insistence of Gurū Aṅgad’s followers on the principle of nomination was 
directed against Śrī Chand, who claimed to be the successor of Gurū Nānak (see Grewal 
1988: 29-30). However, it was believed by the Udāsīs that Gurū Nānak himself started the 
two gaddīs, one was given to the house-holder Aṅgad and the other to the celibate Śrī Chand 
(Raghubir Singh 1994: 67). In any case, the successor of Gurū Aṅgad, Gurū Amar Dās, in 
order to distinguish his sect from the Udāsīs and to provide it a proper identity, declared 
passive and reclusive Udāsīs to be wholly separate from the active and domestic Sikhs and 
advised his followers to keep respectful distance from the Udāsīs (see Amritsar District 
Gazetteer, Part A, 1914: 13; M’Gregor 1970: 51). Thus, Gurū Amar Dās successfully 
preserved the movement in its infancy from becoming one of the many sects (see Malcolm, 
1812: 27; Gupta 1973: 83). Though now the two groups had clearly identified themselves as 
distinct from each other but continued to dwell in the shared legacy of Bābā Nānak’s 
tolerance and respect for difference of opinion. From the time of Gurū Rām Dās mutual 
respect and recognition picked up further pace. This helped both sides in furthering their 
influence and hence one is not surprised that Persian literature of the nineteenth century hints 
at their popularity in north-western South Asia and beyond (see Raghubir Singh 1994: 68-
69).  

Cordiality and acceptance was further strengthened by Gurū Arjan Dev. Gurū 
Hargobind took it one step further when he offered his eldest son, Bābā Gurdittā, as a disciple 
to Bābā Śrī Chand. This step confirmed and cemented mutual respect between the two sides 
as both held Bābā Nānak in deep reverence. Gurū Hargobind sent the Udāsīs into different 
directions to spread Sikhism. The Udāsīs of the dhūāṅs and the bakśīśes travelled widely and 
established the Udāsī derās and akhārās in distant places. They became zealous preachers of 
Sikhism and carried to far off places the message of Gurū Nānak which had been sanctified 
by the Sikh Gurūs, especially Gurū Nānak himself. The adoption of Bābā Gurdittā also 
indicates to a great extent that at least the Udāsīs accepted the concept of household-
asceticism as preached and practiced by Gurū Nānak (see Nigham 1994: 6).  

The authoritative text of the Udāsī movement is the Mātrā (Discipline), a hymn of 78 
verses attributed to Bābā Śrī Chand. This text underscores the need for spiritual advancement 
to be accomplished through a life of celibacy, homelessness, and detachment from the 
saṃsāric affairs. It is noteworthy that the Udāsīs continued to hold the belief that the spiritual 
power and efficacy of the Mātrā of Bābā Śrī Chand is at par with the Japujī of Gurū Nānak. 
It may be further pointed out that as the philosophy of the Udāsīs is basically the monistic 
Vedānta as set forth by Śaṅkara, they interpret the message of Gurū Graṅth Sāhib in Vedāntic 
terms (Grewal 1998: 116). In many other respects also the Udāsīs closely resemble the Śaiva 
saṅnyasīs. The Udāsīs hold the Sikh Gurūs in high esteem, but at the same time consider the 
line of succession of vital importance from Gurū Nānak through Śrī Chand to the Udāsī 
mahants. They have the icons of Bābā Nānak and Śrī Chand as the central objects of worship 
in their temples. Like all Śaiva saṅnyasīs, the Udāsīs pay special reverence to the ashes with 
which many of them smear their bodies. Significantly, the practice of dhūṇī (continuous 
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smouldering fire) was an integral feature of the earliest known Udāsī centres. Usually they 
have long matted hair (jaṭā) and some wear a jaṅjīr (chain) round the waist. Their practice of 
keeping the dhūṇā (continuous fire), belief in the doctrines and practices of the Haṭha-Yoga, 
ringing of ghaṇṭī or ghaṛīāl (bells), narasiṅgha or siṅghī (blowing instruments), chanting of 
hymns, and waving of lights before the Ādi-Graṅth form an integral part of their religious 
service. They also consider the supernatural powers of the Siddhas as highly useful and 
efficacious. They use topī (cap), kharāvāṅ (pitons), phūlamālā (rosary of flowers), jholī 
(bag), and tūṃbā (dried pumpkin). Some of the Udāsīs wear white while others prefer gerūā 
(ochre) or red-coloured garments. Some wear seli (cord) around the head, neck and waist. 
Some Udāsī centres also impart training in Indian system of medicine and physiology. In fact, 
some of the Udāsī saṅnyāsīs are known for being experts on the Caraka Saṃhitā, the famous 
treatise on the Ayurveda. The Udāsīs employ Brāhmaṇas and perform śrādha. They celebrate 
the Kumbha festival enthusiastically. Besides revering the Śrī Gurū Graṅth Sāhib and works 
associated with the Gurūs, the Udāsīs consider the Sanskrit scriptures such as the Vedas, the 
Upaniṣads, the Purāṇas, the Rāmāyaṇa, and the Mahābhārata as their sacred texts. To the 
Udāsīs, Gurū Nānak Dev Jī is none other than the avatāra of Lord Viṣṇu, and Bābā Śrī Chand 
that of Lord Śiva.  

The relationship between Sikhs and Udāsīs appears to be historically quite a complex 
one. It may be said that to some extent the religious practices of the Udāsīs are a syncretism 
of Sikhism and Hinduism. Their outlook is that whereas the objective of both is to safeguard 
the Sanātana Dharma (Eternal Moral and Cosmic Order), the specific mission of Bābā Śrī 
Chand was to spread the message of his Gurū and father, Niraṅkārasvarūpa (the form of the 
Formless) Jagad Gurū Nānak Dev Jī. In other words, following the path as laid down by their 
founder, the scholarly Udāsīs in a way considered themselves as the missionaries of Gurmat. 
They contributed greatly towards the development and growth of Sikhism by not only 
constructing many new gurdwāras and managing them but also by brining large number of 
people under the umbrella of Sikhism besides teaching and training young novices. The 
Udāsīs managed to successfully survive during the tumultuous and difficult medieval period 
and were able not only to continue their missionary work but also remain the custodians of 
the Sikh shrines. The Udāsī saints are particularly worthy of our praise not only because they 
represent the first Sikh saints but also because classical Sikhism owes so much to them. 
However, when the issue of Sikh identity arose, many Udāsī beliefs, devotional practices, and 
modes of living were seen as contradictory to mainstream Sikh doctrine. Their ascetical and 
iconic dispositions were generally identified as Brāhmaṇical-Hindu. Consequently, when the 

Singh Sabha redefined the Sikh 
identity in the early twentieth 
century, the Udāsī mahants were 
expelled from the Sikh shrines. 
Since then, the Udāsīs have 
increasingly regarded themselves 
as Hindus rather than Sikhs. 

Neither of the two 
Gurmukhī inscriptions mentions 
any date and both appear to be 
commemorative inscriptions. First 
portion of each of the two 
Gurmukhī inscriptions has the 
opening lines of the Japujī Sāhib, 
one of the sections of the Ādi 

Graṅth (popularly known as the Gurū Graṅth Sāhib), the holy book of Sikhism. This special 

	Inscription	installed	above	the	door	of	Cell	no.	7 
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verse of the Japujī, commonly called the Mūla Mantra, is perhaps the most well-known verse 
and is daily recited in the morning by all devout Sikhs. 

In the first inscription, following the Mūla Mantra, the names of the persons 
associated with the construction of the Dharam-kī-jagāh (Dharamaśālā, Place of Religion, 
derā) and their predecessors are mentioned. The letters of this inscription are cleanly hewn, 
fairly well-preserved, and are easy to read. Only about half a dozen letters are slightly 
damaged but are not difficult to guess. Thus, the whole of the inscription can be read without 
any difficulty. The letters of the Gurmukhī script in this inscription are of its earliest form as 
finalized and standardized by the second Sikh Gurū, Śrī Gurū Aṅgad Dev Jī. The language of 
the inscription is Sant Bhāṣā (amalgamation of early medieval Paṅjābī and Braj Bhāṣā) that 
was used by the Paṅjābī saints during the medieval period. After the Mūla Mantra, the 
remaining portion of the inscription contains the names of Bābā Jāgushāh Suthā and his 
lineage’s three disciples viz. Bāvā Bhāgu Shāh, Bāvā Baṅke Shāh, and Chhat Shāh who had 
constructed the place of religion (dharamakījagāh). 

 
 

 
Handmade Copy of 1862 [Dorn/Kirsten No. 2 (Source: Steinert 2012: 19)]. 

Text of the inscription: 
<>siqnwmkrqwpurKinrBau  

inrvYrAkwlmUriqAwjUnIsYBM  

gurpRswid[jpuAidscujugids 

cuhYBIscunwnkhosIBIscu]siqgurpR 

swid] bwbw jwgUswhsuQwijskwcy 

lwbwvwBwgUshij{s}kwcylwbwvwbMkyswhijskwcy 

lwC¤qswhDrmkIjghbneI 
 
Translation: 

One true existential divine melody, Truth by Name, Creative Power, Without Fear, Without 
Enmity, Timeless Form, Unborn, Self-Existent, By the Gurū's Grace. God is One, His name is 
Existence, Creator, the Male, Without fear, Without enmity, Timeless/Immortal, Unborn, Self-
existent, Grace of the Gurū (it is achieved). Repeat this (meditate). He is true in the beginning; 
He is true since Eternity; He is true now; Nānak (says) he will be true in the future. Grace of the 
true Gurū. Bābā Jāgūsāh Suthā, whose disciple [was] Bāvā Bhāgu Shāh, whose disciple [was] 
Bāvā Bāṅke Shāh, whose disciple [is] Chhat Shāh [who] built (this) holy place (based on 
Abbott 1908: 301). 
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 Like the first inscription, the second inscription also begins with the Mūla Mantra, 
However, it is worthy of 
notice that though the second 
inscription also begins with 
the Mūla Mantra but only 
two-and-a-half lines are 
common with the first 
inscription. Thereafter the 
well-known expression 
“wāhegurujīsahāi” has been 
added. However, as this 
expression was used by Gurū 
Gobind Singh, the tenth 
Gurū of the Sikhs, this 
inscription appears to have 
been installed at the time of 

Gurū Gobind Singh or perhaps a little later (see Chohan 2015: 20).	The next three lines (lines 
4-6) mention the names of the Udāsīs who had constructed this holy place. Sometime during 
the twentieth century the inscription got damaged and broke into two parts.	

Besides, some natural damage to 
the first three words of the last 
line, some portion in the middle 
in this line got further damaged. 
The repair work done a few 
years ago has further damaged 
the inscription as the cement etc. 
has been used most carelessly. 
Thus, the first half of the last 
line is not easy to decipher and 
the first and the third word have 
to be guessed. But this last line 

is also of great historical 
importance. It mentions the 

word “Bujāgalī” which is a well-known place in East Africa. As Bābā Nānak visited Egypt 
and East Africa during his Fourth Spiritual Journey and then returned to India via the Middle 
East and Central Asia, it seems he converted some people at Bujagali if the last two words are 
read as “bujwglI QW” (the place Bujāgalī). In that case the last line may be read as 
vwhuguuruvhuguru]ky crx bujwglI QW (wāhuguruwahuguru] kecaraṇabujāgalīthāṅ= The place 
Bujāgalī (bows) at the feet of Wāheguru Wāheguru). 
 

Inscription,	as	it	appears	now,	installed	above	the	door	of	Cell	no.	10 

Inscription,	as	it	appeared	prior	to	1896 
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																			Handmade Copy of 1862 [Dorn/Kirsten No. 2 (Source: Steinert 2012:16)]. 
	
<>siqnwmkrqwpurKinrB 

EinrvYrAkwlmUriqAjUnI 

sYBMgurpRswidvwhuguurujIshwie] 

bwbwthdwsbMgyvwlykwcylmylw 

rwmiqskwcylwkrqwrwmaudwsI]  
jvwlwpYDrmkIjgwbnweygX[ 

vwhuguuruvhuguru]ky
1
 crxbujwglI

2
QW  

 
Translation: 

One true existential divine melody, Truth by Name, Creative Power, Without Fear, Without 
Enmity, Timeless Form, Unborn, Self-Existent, By the Gurū's Grace. May God be the 
Protector! Bābā Ṭahdās Baṅgewālā’s disciple Melā Rām3 whose disciple was Karatā Rām 
Udāsī who constructed the place of religion at Jvālā. The place Bujāgalī (bows) at the feet of 
Wāheguru Wāheguru.4 

 
	
Picture of the inscription taken in 1890s (Source: Stewart 1897: opposite p.316) 
																																																													
1	“A Note by the Honorary Secretary, R.N. Cust” in Stewart, C.E. “Account of the Hindu Fire Temple at Baku,” The Journal 
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1897: between pp.316-317 (311-318) shows the broken portion in 
the bottom line resembling “]ky”. 
2Bujagali is well-known for its waterfalls and is located near Jinja in Uganda, East Africa. It is now the site of a 
major hydroelectric power station.	
3	Asthān Bāvā Melā Rām in Amritsar was established by Melā Rām in 1803 (Vikram Saṃvat 1860) (Udāsīn 1923: 151).	
4	It has been suggested that Bābā Nānak uttered “Wāhegurū Wāhegurū” when he emerged from the Veīṅ rivulet after three 
days and had the ultimate divine revelation (Singh, U. 1954: 54).	
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Jh jkelar Jh dlnl 

Jh x.ks'kk; ue Lkaor 
੧੭੭ú oj"k jtØe 
tr er oql"k on ੫ 
lq ੮ gb glrj 
rj pan ureLrt ukud 
 
Hindi Translation: 

Jh jkeA lar Jh d`".k nklA Jh x.ks'kk; ue%A (foØekfnR;) laor (dk) o"kZ û÷÷úA oS'kk[k ekl ds 

d`".k i{k dh ikapoha frfFk ls 'kqDy i{k dh vkBoha frfFkA rkjk pan ukud ds vkxs 'kh'k uokrk gSA 
 
 
English Translation: 

Śrī Rāma. Saint Kṛṣṇa Dāsa! Hale the worthy Gaṇeśa! Year (of Vikramāditya) Saṃvata 1770.5 5th day of 
the dark to 8th day of the bright half of the month of Vaiśākha [Taurus]. Tārā Chand bows his head 
before Nānak.  

 
It may be noted that pilgrimage means a devotional act of journeying (yātrā) to a sacred 

spot (tīrtha) which is imbued with spiritual energy. Saintly individuals who lead exemplary 
lives imbue their environments with holiness flowing from their spiritual practices. The 
devotees of these saintly personalities continue to derive spiritual inspiration even after their 
departure from the saṃsāra (unending cycle of birth, death, and rebirth). Thus, the devotees 
visit tīrthas due to the association of such places with saintly personalities. The devotees 
arrive at the tīrthas to feel the presence of the mahāpuruṣas and receive the spiritual energy 
from them which in turn helps those devotee to travel across the ocean of saṃsāra and reach 
the distant shores of liberation (nirvāṇa or mokṣa depending upon their religious 
inclinations). In other words, a tīrtha is a door between the saṃsāra and heaven and hence a 
sort of ‘sin-destroying’ localit[y] (Chan 1994: 36). The last sentence of the inscription i.e., 
“Tārā Chand bows his head before Nānak” indicates that the devotee Tārā Chand approaches 
the Mahājvālā Jī Temple as if it were a tīrtha imbued with the spiritual energy of Gurū Nānak 
Dev which it had attained as a result of Bābā Jī’s visit here. Thus, it may be said with 
certainty that the site of the present temple was visited by Bābā Nānak which as a 
consequence of Bābā Jī’s visit became a centre of pilgrimage for his followers and which 

																																																													
5	The date Saṃvat 1770 (i.e. 1713 CE) of this inscription in all probability makes it the oldest (Jackson 1911: 44).	

 Inscription Located above the Door of Cell No. 12 
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sadly went into oblivion after in the 1860s when the Udāsī sādhus were hounded out by the 
local thugs.  
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