
 

ABERNETHY  PICTISH  SYMBOL  STONE 
A  PICTISH  MITHRAISM  INTERPRETATION 

 
This stone is unusual in having a carving seen on many stones ( the V-Rod & Crescent ) – 

albeit incomplete, one less usual example ( the Tuning Fork ) and two rare ones ( Hammer 

and Anvil ). 

 

It is not in its original location having been 

found nearby in the village then moved 

alongside the tower. 

 

The carving style was used in the era prior to 

Christianity being practiced in “Pictland”. 

 

A similar design of the so-called Tuning Fork 

was found in Perthshire on a stone at Collace – 

now in the Marischal College collection in 

Aberdeen. The only other Stone know so far 

with Hammer and Anvil symbols is at 

Dunfallandy, near Pitlochry. However, there are 

around 90 occurrences of the V-Rod & Crescent 

making it the most numerous of all the symbols 

seen on these intriguing stones. 

 

 

Several theories about the symbols have been 

suggested such as representing names (by taking 

pairs of symbols) and they are generally known 

as Pictish but an overall view of their overall 

purpose has not been published until this author made a connection between the carvings and 

a belief followed around 1500 to 2000 years ago. 

 

First – some background: 

 

“Pict” is a label given apparently by Roman invaders in the 3rd century CE to the people who 

lived, broadly, in what is now known as the North East of 

Scotland. It is uncertain whether these “locals” gave 

themselves a particular name, whether they were a single 

“people” or were a conglomerate of communities. Their 

origin is uncertain.  What is certain is that no-one would have 

been living in the north of Scotland until about 11,500 years 

ago – once the ice had substantially cleared.  

 

“Pictish” can be the adjective version of “Pict” such  as 

Pictish person, Pictish place, Pictish era, Pictish country 

(Pictland) etc – but can we conclude the “Picts” created the 

Pictish Standing Stones? 



The Roman army finally retreated about 410 CE from Hadrian’s Wall. There was a habit of 

pensioning off their personnel after long military service, others associated with the military 

most likely settled locally and on withdrawal perhaps even more stayed behind. It should be 

remembered that the Roman army was not full of Roman or even Italian officers and soldiers 

but a mix of peoples from many countries – mainly others that had been invaded – they 

brought their religions and beliefs with them. We known – from the presence of temples and 

statues by Hadrian’s Wall – that Mithraism was practiced. This belief set is familiarly 

referred to as “Roman Mithraism” and became a cult following during the time of the 

expansion of the Roman Empire. It was based on the previous Persian version and was 

practiced across the Empire, being particularly popular within the army. 

Roman Mithraism started to decline with Christianity becoming the “state” 

religion in the 4th century CE but may have survived in modified form into, 

at least, the post-Roman period. Central to Roman Mithraism is a God 

Mithras (Sol Invictus – the Invincible Sun) who had the power to rotate 

the entire universe. The “Mysteries of Mithras” are linked to the astronomy 

and astrology as understood and in use at the time. The earth was 

considered to be at the centre of the universe with the planets (including the 

sun and moon) rotating around the earth in one direction and the Celestial 

Sphere rotating in the opposite direction. What we nowadays call planets and were known at 

the time were Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Mercury and Saturn. Collectively these “planets” were 

associated with the seven steps in the ladder of initiation grades in the Roman Mithraic cult. 

 

The Mithraeum was the indoor meeting place - the temple - for pursuing the Mysteries of 

Mithras. Remains of Mithraea can be seen across many parts of the early first millennium CE 

Roman Empire, the nearest at Carrowburgh / Brocolitia 

(picture opposite)) and Rudchester/Vindobala in 

Northumberland, England. The Mithraeum would have 

been constructed as a “virtual universe” and suitably laid 

out and decorated with statues and paintings to enable the 

followers to gather, to worship, to be talked through (and 

probably walked through) the iconography to understand 

the Mysteries of Mithras and to progress through the Grades. 

 

 

Now – some new ideas on the Pictish Stones: 

 

What if they were used for following a variant of Roman Mithraism with the stone and the 

view skywards replacing the indoor Mithraeum? If we look at the Abernethy Stone we see 

two carvings that arguably relate to a variant of the Roman belief set – Pictish Mithraism. 

 

The V-Rod & Crescent is the popular descriptive name for what historically has been 

determined as two symbols that look like a bent rod and a crescent (particularly influenced, 

seemingly, by the shape of the crescent moon). 

The shape is undoubtedly like a crescent moon 

but is never seen in a correct “sky” orientation. 

Some commentators have thought the V-Rod 

element looks like bulls’ horns. The geometric 

shape of the Crescent is “standard” and the V-

Rods only vary slightly around 90° with the 

exception of Dyce which is more like 30°. 



However, the decoration within the crescents and the flame style, arrow or finial on the rods 

varies so much that each design is unique. So, starting from a very general pattern (shown 

above) there then is no consistency in any detail whereby a number of stones are to the same 

design or, indeed, are any sufficiently similar to produce any groups of designs - this has 

resulted in our seeing 90 objects following the general pattern. 

 

From the author’s research it is suggested that the V-Rod is not a rod but two arrows (left 

down, right up) and the crescent portrays the firmament. Together these represent the soul 

travelling from the Celestial Sphere at birth and returning to the Celestial Sphere on death; in 

effect into mortality and later into immortality. The symbolism is structured in such a way 

that the observer can consider himself to be at the focal point looking out to the sky (universe, 

Celestial Sphere) and imaging the soul’s travel. The suggestion of elapsing time is made by 

the distance between the “V” lines passing across the crescent shape. The symbolism should 

be spiritually comforting as the returning arrow is suggesting there is not absolute finality on 

death – this is an enticement to follow Mithraism. This interpretation is consistent with one of 

the main tenets of Roman Mithraism – that of the travelling of the soul at birth and at death. 

 

 

 

The Pictish Symbol Stone symbols are carved in a two dimensional fashion without any clear 

attempts to suggest a three dimensional projection or a suggestion that part of 

the carving may be “coming out” of the slab.  

 

However, the Tuning Fork may be the exception. If the parallel lines are 

representative of the “side benches” of a Roman Mithraeum (or temple) then 

the shape at the top of them could be at right angles to the benches. The view 

into an Indoor Mithraeum would have been of two benches and the main 

statues at the opposite end. The curved shape of the top of the Tuning Fork 

would be like the curved shape of the roof of the Mithraeum. This symbol 

would have enabled a teacher to describe the inside of a Mithraeum. 

 

 

The most elusive in terms of a belief set are the Hammer and Anvil which may allude to 

Vulcan with linkages to fire – one of the four classical elements. However, maybe they just 

represent (and advertise) the carver’s other skills which might not have been restricted to 

stone carving. 

 

Booklet: 

If you would like to know more about the author’s discovery of Pictish Mithraism please ask 

the museum about the booklet – The Purpose of the Pictish Symbol Stones – or look at 

www.pictish-mithraism.com  
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