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The Koh-i-Nûr Diamond 

‘Mountain of Light’ 

The Koh-i-Nûr diamond is said to have obtained its name in 1738 in 

the aftermath of the Battle of Karnal in which Nadir Shah of Persia 

defeated the Mogul ruler of India. Nadir Shah suggested that he and 

the vanquished Mohammed Shah exchange turbans as a sign of 

goodwill, knowing from a member of the Mogul’s harem that he kept 

a diamond of legendary size in the folds of his headgear. When Nadir 

Shah later unravelled the turban the stone fell onto his hands causing 

him to exclaim ‘Koh-i-Nûr’ meaning ‘mountain of light’. Passing from 

one ruler to another by conquest and misadventure, the stone was 

finally presented to Queen Victoria following the annexation of the 

Punjab in 1849. 

 

• The origins of the stone are obscure and shrouded in 

legend but it may well be the diamond described by 

the first Mogul ruler of India, Babur, in the early 16th 

century as worth ‘half the daily expense of the whole 

world’. 

• The Koh-i-Nûr may well be ‘that celebrated diamond 

which has been generally deemed unparalleled in size 

and beauty’ which the French traveller, François 

Bernier described as being presented to Shah Jehan, 

the builder of the Taj Mahal, in 1656. 

• When it arrived in England it weighed 186.10 carats 

and was roughly cut and set in an armlet with smaller 

diamonds on each side. It was a star exhibit at the 

Great Exhibition of 1851. 

• In 1852, largely on the suggestion of Prince Albert the 

decision was taken to re-cut the diamond - an 

operation which took 38 days and resulted in a loss of 

weight in the stone of almost 43%. It now weighs 105.6 

carats. 



• The legend that the stone brings bad luck stems from 

the disastrous fate met by many of its owners. This is 

particularly the case with the family of Ahmad Shah. 

Ahmad’s son Timur had 23 sons, he was succeeded by 

the eldest, Zaman Shah, who was blinded and 

dethroned by his brother, Mahmud. Mahmud was 

subsequently imprisoned by another brother, Shuja. 

When Mahmud later escaped both Zaman and Shuja 

fled into the country and the care of the Sikh ruler of 

the Punjab, Ranjit Singh who demanded the stone in 

return for sanctuary. It was Ranjit’s son, Dhulip, who 

ended up surrendering the diamond to Queen Victoria. 

• The Treaty of Lahore saw the formal annexation of the 

Punjab to the British Empire in India in 1849. It 

specifically mentions the diamond: “The gem called 

the Koh-i-Nûr which was taken from the Shah Shuja-ul-

Mulk by Maharajah Ranjit Singh shall be surrendered 

by the Maharajah of Lahore to the Queen of England”. 

• Since its arrival in England the diamond has always 

been worn by women and currently sits in the crown 

of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, 

which was made in 1937 for the coronation of George 

VI. It is the only platinum crown in the Jewel House. 


