
Christian Crosses and Biblical Stories

In the Allen and Anderson 1903 publication Early Christian Monuments of Scotland (ECMS) 

carvings of Christian and other objects were encompassed. In a way the book title was a 

misnomer. Christian objects - primarily specific designs of crosses - were not only easily 

identifiable but their context readily explained within the majority religious belief in Scotland 

at the time. Less explicable even nowadays, and still considered by some as "enigmatic", were 

those other carvings referred to as Symbols. Adding to the mix are carvings that are neither 

Christian nor Symbols - animals, birds and fish that could have had a Celtic origin. Making 

interpretation of the carvings even more difficult are scenes of people and animals which 

could be commemorating, for example, battles or recording Biblical Stories. Ornamental 

designs, mainly decorative but in some cases incorporated into Cross and Symbol patterns, do 

not appear to require symbolic interpretation as such. 

A form of codification across all the monuments in ECMS was created by Allen and Anderson. 

It is still used albeit in recent years challenged but without alternative replacement. Three 

groupings were created as, basically, Class 1 for those monuments having Symbols only, Class 

2 with symbols and Christian Crosses and Class 3 with Christian Crosses and no Symbols. As 

previously mentioned this website is concerned with Class 1 and Class 2 as these are the 

Stones that might have different beliefs in a Shared Space context. Class 3 stones - exclusively 

with Christian carvings - do not qualify for Shared Space consideration. However, both Class 2 

and Class 3 stones have Crosses with some also having Biblical Scenes.

Crosses are mainly of the so-called Latin type but there are examples of Greek Crosses and 

many variations in detail. Where the arms and shaft intercept there are square angles, square 

hollow angles (like a cut out), round hollow angles, round hollow angles with a connecting 

ring etc. - the last two designs are the most numerous.

The Cross designs should not be regarded only as being what they are and nothing else. There 

is the possibility of Symbol concealment in the cross itself. For example where the vertical 

and horizontal parts of the cross intersect some Stones show a circle at each junction – 4 in 

all. These could be an allusion to the 4 elements (earth, water, air, fire) or four “winds” of the 

Moon. 



The Latin/Christian Cross predominates (59 examples) and mainly with interlace patterns. 

Probably the plainest is at Deer – no interlace just an incised Cross shape. Several are 

incomplete and the shape is extrapolated.  Not all comply with the typical Latin style e.g. 

Migvie combines the Greek style cross with an extended descending arm, Aberlemno 

Roadside 2 is similar but with a much more elongated descending arm and St Vigeans 2 has 

the extended arm but the top of the cross is broken off. Several crosses have bosses (e.g. 

Aberlemno Roadside 2) ,  drilled through circles (e.g. Fordoun) or sunk circles (e.g. Meigle 1) 

or cut out circles (e.g. Dunfallandy) at the joins of the arms. Some are of the “Celtic” design 

i.e. with a circle surrounding the cross arm area. Clear examples are at Aberlemno, Cossans, 

Gask and St Madoes. There are 3 examples of the square, or, as typically described, Greek 

Cross at Fordoun, Ulbster and Rosemarkie. They are like a Latin cross but without the 

descending arm.

The incomplete Cross Fitchée at Pabbay, Barra bears resemblance to the style of a St Thomas 

Cross. From incision cuts considered to have been added to a Class 1 stone (3 other simple 

Latin cross stones nearby – one of which is Fitchée). Another variant is at Rosemarkie – the 

Crosslet Cross comprising four Latin crosses arranged at right angles to each other i.e. a 

square cross with the ends of each arm crossed.  The style of the cross at the ends of the 

arms is similar to a Cross Quadrate (a Cross with a square at the intersection point). This is the 

only known type of this Cross on a Symbol Stone – it is enhanced by being place in a 

decorated square with 4 bosses. St Moluag is associated with a very similarly styled Cross.

A selection of Crosses and examples of their locations follows. These are taken from the 

ECMS book and, for completeness, cover more than those Crosses seen on Pictish Symbol 

Stones. Crosses on specific Stones are referred to in Investigations 2, 3 and 4.



David rending the jaws of the lion is a biblical story carved on the Aberlemno Roadside 2 slab. 

On the weathered Gask Stone there is a carving seemingly representing David as the lion 

killer. 

Dunfallandy has two clear instances of Biblical Stories. On close 

inspection a beast appears to be biting or throwing up a person – maybe 

alluding to the biblical Jonah coming out of the mouth of the whale (or 

fish). Two people facing one another with a Cross between them are 

said to represent Saints Paul and Anthony who were contemporary - if 

indeed one of these seated figures is Saint Anthony maybe there is a tie 

in with some of the objects on the Cross side of the Stone which might 

portray the temptations of the Saint together with the story of Anthony 

seeing angels ascending with the soul of Paul when he died. Other 

clearly Christian objects are the angels alongside the lower arm of the 

Cross.

Jonah coming out 

of the mouth of the 

whale.

Kirriemuir 1 shows what is thought to be St Paul and St Anthony alongside a robed figure in 

the upper register on the back of the slab. The enthroned figure in the lower register of the 

reverse side and the book-clutching ecclesiastics on the Cross side may not represent biblical 

stories as such but collectively there is more Christian iconography here than on most Class 2 

Stones.

St Paul and St Anthony

Robed figure

Enthroned figure



Later widespread movement to Christianity as it was adopted in Caledonia would, 

predictably, have prompted a time for change from other religious beliefs. At some stage 

during this change it is apparent from the Investigations in this website that an edict to 

change was not apparent and that there was acceptance of the Pictish-Mithraic beliefs. 

Perhaps the "new" religion held attraction for those who the Christians regarded as "pagans" 

(a label typically used nowadays with a rather pejorative connotation) and there was a period 

of transition - a key theme appearing from these Investigations.

Book-clutching ecclesiastics


