
Celtic symbols

Roman contexts - military and mythology

Carvings of animals, birds and fish - Celtic or Roman ?

In many texts writers consider that Pictish Standing Stones have basically two kinds of 

carvings - Christian and "pagan". The Christian stones are easily identified - all have carvings 

of Crosses; some have the addition of biblical story scenes. So-called "enigmatic" geometric 

objects (most of which the author has decoded as having Mithraic meaning) are given the 

"pagan" label. However, there are many other carvings of people individually and in groups, 

hunting scenes, beasts with exaggerated claws, various recognisable animals, birds, fish, 

centaurs, fish monsters, Ogham writing, interlaced animals etc. No examples are of a style to 

have correlation with any animals  known in Scandinavian mythology (such as horse, deer, 

wolf or boar) neither was there any similarity in geometric objects to suggest a Scandinavian 

prototype for any Pictish Symbol - maybe not unsurprisingly because of different time 

frames. Several carvings of animals, birds and fish can be associated alongside Celtic beliefs.

Whenever it is determined in the Investigations into Belief Combinations that a specific 

animal, bird or fish carving on a Stone is considered to be there in the context of having a 

Celtic significance the reason why is indicated; as is any potential correlation with another 

carved object. 

Specific Legion and army-wide emblems included the boar, bull and eagle - each of these has 

Celtic significance. However, the spread-eagle style used on Roman standards is not seen in 

these Stones (the bird in each case looks as if it is standing, wings tucked in, on the ground). 

In Roman mythology snakes were seen as tokens of life beyond the grave - in assessing 

carvings of snakes/serpents this is a further interpretation as the snake/serpent features 

widely in Mithraic belief and has a Celtic belief reverence.

Compiling the list of those Celtic symbols that appear on Pictish Symbol Stones resulted in 

the relatively narrow range of 10 items listed below. Other revered items include - bear, 

beaver, hawk, hazelnut, owl, pig, raven, swan, butterfly, tree (e.g. ash, oak) - they are not on 

any of the Stones.  With an attribute being defined as a "quality or characteristic of a person, 

place or thing" it can be seen that these 10 items variously reflect personal attributes of 

physical aspects (e.g. strength, keen sight, stamina, endurance) and "softer skills" such as 

companionship, faithfulness, wisdom and intelligence as well as "beliefs" in a religious or 

spiritual sense.

It is assumed that all the objects are carved on the Stones for a specific purpose. However, a 

conclusion cannot be made for the objects listed below to all have been carved by someone 

only for a Celtic purpose - some may be as parts of scenes (such as hunting) others may 

coincidentally have a Celtic interpretation but be there for another reason. When any linkage 

with a Mithraic or Christian object is being evaluated it is always with reference to the 

"attributes" - personal or belief - represented by the Celtic object not just the object itself. 



Boar

Bull

Deer

Dog

Eagle

Goose

Horse

Salmon

Roman context - none known.

Celtic attributes - royalty, bravery, prowess in battle, cunning, ferocious.

The following 10 animals, birds and fish that have been carved on Pictish Stones have Celtic 

attributes. A potential Roman context (military or mythology) has been assessed by object. 

Celtic attributes and Roman context

Roman context (military) - emblem of I Italica, X Fretensis and XX Valeria Victrix 

legions. XX Valeria Victrix was involved with the construction of Hadrian's Wall and 

the Antonine Wall. It served in the Septimius Severus Caledonia campaign and 

would have returned to Chester around 212 CE.

Roman context - none known.

Additionally it is specifically admired in being able to exist in salt and fresh water 

and to return to its spawning grounds - maybe these are reflected in the Celtic 

attribute of its wisdom. Salmon in a full life cycle generally are born and die in the 

same place.

Roman context - none known.

Celtic attributes - wisdom, esoteric knowledge.

Roman context - none known.

Celtic attributes - sovereignty, political power, endurance, faithfulness.

Additionally, the Eagle conveys the powers and messages of the spirit; it is man's 

connection to the divine because it flies higher than any other bird.

Celtic attributes - strength, companionship, protection, loyalty, good luck.

Roman context (military) - emblem of V Macedonica legion. The Eagle is on the 

ubiquitous Roman Army Standard.

Celtic attributes - wisdom, long life, swiftness, strength, keen sight, knowledge of 

magic.

Celtic attributes - fertility, wealth, status, strength, strong will.

Roman context (military) - emblem of I Germanica, III Gallica, III Parthica, IV 

Macedonica, VI Ferrata, VI Victrix, VII Claudia, VIII Augusta, IX Hispana and X 

Gemina legions. A VI Victrix inscription on a roof tile at Carpow suggests a 

presence there. Like XX Valeria Victrix this legion was also involved with the 

construction of Hadrian's wall and the Antonine Wall.

Celtic attributes - messenger/guide from otherworlds, vision, patient.

Additionally, Life, power, virility and longevity are further attributes.

Additionally, there is a Christian meaning of Holy Spirit translating to wild goose.

Roman context - none known.

Celtic attributes - hearth, home.



Serpent

Wolf Celtic attributes - cunning, intelligent, read signs of nature.

Roman context - none known.

Other context - a Pictish-Mithraic Symbol usually associated with a Straight or Z 

Rod; the Hydra constellation (serpent) connects Cancer and Capricorn, the points 

where the soul leaves and re-enters heaven. A single serpent could represent the 

rod of Asclepius; two intertwined serpents could represent the Caduceus which in 

Roman mythology was carried by Mercury the messenger of the gods.

Roman context (mythology) - snakes were seen as tokens of life beyond the grave.

Not only is there the added complication of prospective Roman context but also 

perhaps no Celtic relevance at all - some animals, birds and fish are just as they are 

as parts of, for example, a hunting scene. This Page does not aim to make any 

conclusions as each Stone is subjected to a full evaluation in the Investigations. It is 

here to enable the reader to consider the challenge of evaluating the Celtic objects 

in advance of  the Investigations.

Celtic attributes - long / eternal life, curious, communicator. Because it casts its 

skin annually it was considered to be a symbol of regeneration.

Click here for an initial analysis of Celtic symbols, by Stone.

Of the 10 main animal, bird and fish carvings across the Class 1 and 2 Stones that have Celtic 

attributes 4 have prospective Roman context. In the  Investigations into Belief Combinations 

it is necessary to consider each example of these particular carvings and determine whether 

they have Celtic attributes, Roman context, neither or both. This first step in the evaluation 

then determines if any of the animal, bird or fish carvings has another possible 

interpretation; for example, a horse does not have any other meaning than a mode of 

transport when in a battle scene; a bird (such as an eagle) can be part of a hunting scene.

Commentary:-

By considering the attributes of the 10 Celtic animal, bird and fish objects, by 

Stone, an initial analysis shows the difficulty in interpreting their relevance or 

otherwise in the context of other carved objects. Decoding of Christian and 

Mithraic symbolism and any commonality between them is almost straightforward 

compared with understanding the relevance of Celtic objects. For example, the 

Cross in its standard forms is clearly recognisable as Christian and the objects of 

Mithraic origin are listed as being evolved into Pictish-Mithraism. Celtic objects 

need individual interpretation by Stone - not just looking up a list. 

https://pictishsymbolstones.files.wordpress.com/2021/11/celtic-objects-attributes-and-initial-analysis-21-nov-2021.pdf


Some of the Stones with Eagles are near Roman sites - for example Tillytarmont (4) 

with an Eagle and Pictish Beast is near Burnfield, Auchinhove and Muiryfold camps. 

Tyrie, Birnie and Dandaleith Stones have an Eagle and the P-M Symbol which has 

been decoded as representing the inside of a Mithraeum which perhaps suggests 

the carver had actually seen inside such a Roman-Mithraic temple strengthening 

the case for a Roman connection.

Two Stones near Loch Ness may reinforce that there was a Roman army presence 

further north than generally regarded. This is explored in detail in the web page on 

Bona, Inverness via the link above.

Each Roman Army Legion carried an Eagle standard. In each of the 16 instances of 

an Eagle on a Symbol Stone there are objects that can be decoded with Mithraic 

interpretation and other carvings, particularly with Christian significance. With 

such a mix of objects it is useful to identify which Eagle Stones might have a direct 

connection with the Roman Army and which might serve other purposes not least 

because of potential Celtic attributes. 

Click here to explore a connection between Stones, Boars and a Roman Legion.

Commentary:-

In the time of the Roman Empire the Boar was the symbol of the Twentieth Legion. 

This page explores a connection between Stones, Eagles and the Roman Army.

Commentary:-

https://pictishsymbolstones.com/stones-boars-and-a-roman-legion/
https://pictishsymbolstones.com/stones-eagles-the-roman-army-a-connection/

