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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNPARALLELED LEGACY OF
MAHAN KOSH KAHN SINGH
NABHA

I n  t h e  v a s t  l a n d s c a p e  o f  S i k h
scholarship,  few  works  command  the
reverence and authority of the Mahan
Kosh  Kahn  Singh  Nabha .  Th is
monumental  encyclopedia,  formally
titled Gur Shabad Ratnakar Mahan Kosh,
stands as a towering achievement in the

field  of  Sikh  studies,  Punjabi
l e x i c o g r a p h y ,  a n d  r e l i g i o u s
historiography.  Compiled  by  the
polymath  Bhai  Kahn  Singh  Nabha
(1861–1938),  the  Mahan  Kosh  is  not
m e r e l y  a  d i c t i o n a r y ;  i t  i s  a
comprehensive  repository  of  Sikh
theology,  h istory,  cu l ture,  and
philosophy. For over a century, this work
has served as the definitive reference for
scholars,  theologians,  and  anyone
seeking to understand the depth of the
Sikh tradition. This article delves into the
life  of  its  creator,  the  content  and
significance  of  the  Mahan  Kosh,  its

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 Mahan Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha 2025-07-26

impact  on  Sikh  scholarship,  and  its
enduring relevance in the modern age.

WHO WAS BHAI KAHN SINGH
NABHA? THE ARCHITECT OF
MAHAN KOSH

To fully appreciate the Mahan Kosh, one
must  first  understand  the  remarkable
mind  behind  it.  Bhai  Kahn  Singh
Nabha was born in 1861 in the village of
Sabaz Banera, near Nabha, in present-
day  Punjab,  India.  Raised  in  a  devout
Sikh family,  he displayed an insatiable
curiosity  for  language,  scripture,  and
history from a young age. He mastered
Punjabi,  Hindi,  Sanskrit,  Persian,  and
English, which allowed him to access a
wide range of texts. His early exposure
to the teachings of the Sikh Gurus and
the  Sikh  scripture,  the  Guru  Granth

Sahib,  laid the foundation for  his  life's
work.
Bhai Kahn Singh Nabha was not just a
scholar but also a social reformer and a
key  figure  in  the  Singh  Sabha
movement,  which  sought  to  revitalize
Sikh  identity  and  counter  colonial  and
missionary  influences.  He  was  deeply
influenced  by  the  teachings  of  Guru
Gobind  Singh  and  the  concept  of
Gurmat (the Guru's wisdom). His writing
consistently  aimed  to  clarify  Sikh
doctrine,  refute  misconceptions,  and
preserve the authentic  heritage of  the
Panth. Among his many works, including
Hum Hindu Nahin  (We are not Hindus)
and  Gurmat  Prabhakar,  the  Mahan
Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha remains his
magnum opus.
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The Genesis of
the Mahan Kosh
The idea for the Gur Shabad Ratnakar
Mahan Kosh  emerged from a practical
need.  In  the late  19th and early  20th
centuries, Sikhs were rediscovering their
scriptural heritage amidst a fragmented
scholarly landscape. There was no single
authoritative  reference  that  explained
the vast array of terms found in the Guru
Granth  Sahib  and  other  Sikh  texts.
Words  from  Sanskrit,  Persian,  Arabic,
and  various  local  dialects  appeared
without  clear  explanations.  Bhai  Kahn
Singh  Nabha  recognized  that  a
comprehensive  Sikh  encyclopedia
would not only help readers understand

the  scriptures  but  also  safeguard  the
integrity of the faith.
He  began  this  Herculean  task  in  the
1890s,  spending  over  three  decades
collecting,  verifying,  and  organizing
information.  He  consulted  hundreds  of
manuscripts,  travelled  to  libraries  and
archives,  and  engaged  with  scholars
from diverse  traditions.  The  work  was
finally  published  in  four  volumes
between 1927 and 1930. The title Gur
Shabad Ratnakar Mahan Kosh translates
to  "The  Great  Treasury  of  the  Guru's
Word,"  reflecting  its  purpose  as  a
repository  of  the  Guru's  teachings.

THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT
OF MAHAN KOSH

The Mahan Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha
is far more than a simple glossary. It is
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an encyclopedic  dictionary  that  covers
approximately  65,000  entries.  The
entries  are  arranged  alphabetically  in
the  Gurmukhi  scr ipt ,  making  i t
accessible to Punjabi readers. Each entry
provides  not  only  the  meaning  of  the
word but also its etymology, usage in the
Guru Granth Sahib, references to other
Sikh  scriptures,  and  occasionally
historical  or  cultural  context.

Key Features of
the Encyclopedia

Comprehensive Lexicon: The
Mahan Kosh covers words from the
Guru Granth Sahib, the Dasam
Granth, and numerous works by

Sikh saints and poets. It includes
terms from Sikh theology,
philosophy, history, geography,
and rituals.
Etymological Depth: For each
term, Bhai Kahn Singh Nabha
traced its roots in Sanskrit, Prakrit,
Persian, Arabic, or local Punjabi
dialects. This multi-lingual
approach made the work a
valuable resource for philologists.
Contextual Explanations: The
entries often include quotations
from the scriptures, showing how
the word is used in context. This
helps readers grasp the nuanced
spiritual meanings.
Biographical and Historical
Notes: Many entries include mini-
biographies of Sikh Gurus,
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martyrs, saints, and historical
figures. There are also notes on
important locations such as
Amritsar, Anandpur Sahib, and
Nankana Sahib, providing a
historical backdrop.
References to the Guru Granth
Sahib: Each entry is cross-
referenced with the exact page
line (Ang) in the Guru Granth
Sahib, making it a practical tool for
exegesis.

An Example of
an Entry
To illustrate the depth of Mahan Kosh
Kahn Singh Nabha, consider the entry

for  the  word  "Gurmukh"  (one  who  is
oriented  toward  the  Guru).  The  entry
would  not  only  define  it  as  a  spiritually
focused  person  but  also  discuss  its
contrast  with  "Mammukh,"  provide
citations from several hymns of the Guru
Granth, explain its etymological roots in
Sanskrit  (guru  +  mukha),  and  even
mention  historical  figures  who  were
considered  Gurmukhs.  This  holistic
approach  sets  the  Mahan  Kosh  apart
from conventional dictionaries.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MAHAN
KOSH IN SIKH SCHOLARSHIP

The  publication  of  the  Mahan  Kosh
Kahn Singh Nabha  was a  watershed
moment  for  Sikh  studies.  Before  its
release,  understanding  the  deeper
meanings  of  the  Guru  Granth  Sahib
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required  extensive  knowledge  of
multiple  languages  and  traditions.  The
Mahan  Kosh  democrat ized  th is
knowledge,  making  it  accessible  to  a
wider audience.

Standardization
of Sikh
Terminology
One of the most important contributions
o f  t h e  M a h a n  K o s h  w a s  t h e
standardization of Sikh terminology.
Before  the  Mahan  Kosh,  many  terms
were  spe l led  incons is tent ly  or
interpreted  in  conflicting  ways.  Bhai
Kahn  Singh  Nabha  establ ished  a

consistent  spelling  and  interpretation
system  based  on  scriptural  authority.
This  helped  unify  Sikh  understanding
across  regions  and  communities.  For
example,  the terms Waheguru,  Khalsa,
Amrit,  and  Sant  received  rigorous,
authoritative  definitions  that  remain  the
benchmark today.

Preservation of
Historical
Knowledge
Bhai  Kahn  Singh  Nabha  was  deeply
concerned with the preservation of Sikh
history. The Mahan Kosh includes entries
on important historical events, such as
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the battles of the Gurus, the martyrdom
of Guru Tegh Bahadur, and the formation
o f  the  Kha lsa .  I t  a l so  conta ins
biographical  sketches  of  figures  like
Banda Singh Bahadur, Bhai Mani Singh,
and  Mata  Sundari.  By  recording  these
details  in an encyclopedia,  he ensured
that subsequent generations would have
a reliable source for historical reference.

Contribution to
Punjabi
Literature and

Language
Beyond  its  religious  value,  the  Mahan
Kosh  also  significantly  contributed  to
Punjabi literature and linguistics. At
a time when Punjabi was struggling for
recognition  against  Urdu  and  English,
Bhai  Kahn  Singh  Nabha  demonstrated
the  richness  and  sophistication  of  the
Punjabi  language.  His  scholarly  use  of
Gurmukhi and his careful documentation
of  vocabulary  helped  elevate  the
language's  status.  The  Mahan  Kosh
remains an essential resource for Punjabi
lexicography and is often consulted by
writers, poets, and linguists.

MODERN RELEVANCE AND
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CONTINUED USE

Even 90 years after its publication, the
Mahan  Kosh  Kahn  Singh  Nabha
remains  indispensable.  It  has  been
reprinted multiple times and is available
in both print and digital formats. Many
Sikh  institutions,  including  universities
and  religious  schools,  consider  it  a
mandatory  reference.  Its  influence  can
be seen in almost every scholarly work
on Sikhism published in the last century.

Digital Age
Adaptations
With  the  advent  of  technology,  the
Mahan Kosh has been digitized. Several
mobile  applications  and  websites  now

offer  searchable  versions  of  the  text.
This has made it even more accessible
to  a  global  audience.  Sikhs  in  the
diaspora, researchers, and students can
now look  up any word  from the Guru
Granth Sahib in seconds, complete with
detailed  explanations  from  Bhai  Kahn
Singh Nabha.  The digital  versions  also
allow  for  cross-referencing  with  other
Sikh  databases,  further  enriching  the
study experience.

Role in Interfaith
and Academic
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Dialogue
The  Mahan  Kosh  has  also  become  a
valuable tool for interfaith dialogue and
academic  research.  Scholars  of
comparative  religion,  South  Asian
studies,  and  history  frequently  cite  it.
Since  it  provides  clear,  authoritative
definitions of Sikh concepts, it helps non-
Sikh  readers  understand  the  faith
without  relying  on  secondary  sources.
For instance, definitions of terms like Miri
Piri (temporal and spiritual authority) or
Seva  (selfless  service)  are  often  drawn
direct ly  from  the  Mahan  Kosh  in
academic  papers.

CHALLENGES AND CRITICISMS

No work is  without  its  limitations,  and

the Mahan Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha is
no  exception.  Some  modern  scholars
have pointed out that Bhai Kahn Singh
Nabha's interpretations were sometimes
influenced  by  the  Singh  Sabha
perspective of his time, which aimed to
present  Sikhism  as  a  distinct  religion
separate  from  Hinduism.  This  led  to
certain  entries  that  downplay  shared
elements.  Additionally,  because  he
worked in the early 20th century, some
of his historical sources have since been
updated by more recent archaeological
and textual research.
However,  these  criticisms  do  not
diminish the overall  value of the work.
Bhai  Kahn  Singh  Nabha's  rigorous
methodology and sincere intent to serve
the Panth are widely acknowledged. The
Mahan Kosh remains the starting point
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for any serious study of Sikh scripture,
and  subsequent  lexicographers  have
built  upon  his  foundation  rather  than
replacing it.

THE LEGACY OF BHAI KAHN
SINGH NABHA

Bhai Kahn Singh Nabha passed away in
1938,  but  his  legacy  continues.  The
Mahan Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha is not
only a book but a national treasure of
Punjab and a global resource for Sikhs.
In  recognition  of  his  contributions,
streets,  l ibraries,  and  academic
institutions have been named after him.
The  work  is  often  referred  to  as  the
"dictionary of the Sikh soul" because it
captures the essence of Sikh spirituality
in every entry.
His other writings, such as Hum Hindu

Nahin,  also  remain  influential,  but  the
Mahan Kosh is his enduring monument.
It  exemplifies the ideal  of  seva  (selfless
service)  through  scholarship  —  a  gift
that continues to enlighten and educate.

HOW TO USE MAHAN KOSH
EFFECTIVELY

For those new to the Mahan Kosh, here
are a few practical tips:

Start with key spiritual terms:1.
Look up Naam, Simran, Hukam,
and Sangat to understand
foundational concepts.
Cross-reference with the Guru2.
Granth: Use the page line
references to read the actual
hymns where the words appear.
Explore historical entries: Read3.
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about battles, Gurus, and saints to
build a historical timeline.
Use digital tools: Many websites4.
offer a searchable Mahan Kosh;
use them for quick access.
Read the introduction: The5.
original preface by Bhai Kahn
Singh Nabha provides insight into

his methodology and vision.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS
TREASURE

The Mahan Kosh Kahn Singh Nabha
is far more than an encyclopedia; it is a
bridge  connecting  the  contemporary
Sikh  to


