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For several years I had been looking for 

shapes similar to the carvings on the Pictish 

Symbol Stones in North East Scotland –

nothing was apparent. Then on seeing the third 

century CE marble relief of Mithras in the 

Museum of London I suddenly realised that the 

horizontal lines of the so-called “Z” in the Z-

Rod & Double Disc symbol on the Pictish 

Stones (general pattern below) could represent 

the torches of Cautes and Cautopates.

Found in Walbrook, London in 1889 this marble 

is considered to be from the nearby Mithraeum 

(Mithras temple) which was discovered and 

excavated in 1954.

In Mithraism the upward pointing torch of 

Cautes represents sunrise and the Spring 

equinox; Cautopates’ downward pointing torch 

represents sunset and  the Autumn equinox.

By rotating the torches on the Mithras marble 

and joining them the “Z” (as usually carved) 

can be sketched:

Cautes

flame upwardsCautopates

flame downwards

Fundamental to the Mithraism cult is the 

belief that the soul travels from beyond the 

Celestial Sphere via the stars and planets 

at birth so into mortality then back at death 

into immortality. This would have been 

spiritually comforting – which partly 

explains its  popularity amongst  soldiers –

and an enticement to join the cult. 

The concentric circles in the Z-Rod and 

Double Disc can be seen as the earth (at 

the centre of the physical universe), the 

planets then the fixed sphere of stars.

Looking at Pictish Stones there is a Symbol 

which complements the Double Disc 

components and specifically shows the 

travel of the soul. The  “V” of the so-called 

V-Rod and Crescent (standard design 

below) can be seen not as a V but two 

arrows with the Crescent representing the 

skywards view.

The downward arrow represents the arrival 

of the soul at birth, the upward arrow its 

return on  death and the Crescent the view 

from Earth, across the horizon to the 

Celestial Sphere. The arrows always 

extend beyond the physical universe and 

into Heaven, the invisible home of the soul.

A connection between Mithraism and the 

Pictish Symbols started to be made. I have 

called this Pictish-Mithraism ®.
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Pictish Symbols have typically been given 

names that reflect their shapes – a 

practice that has tended to complicate 

their decoding. Instead of the Mirror and 

Mirror Case having some female 

connotation the circular elements can be 

considered in a Mithraic context as 

components of the Zodiac – as, for 

example, on the Walbrook marble relief.

Maybe the apparent difference between 

the Mirror symbols shown below 

(Tillytarmont, Aberdeenshire examples) is 

due to incising tools and techniques 

rather than portraying a different meaning.

In the Pictish-Mithraism context, the 

Mirror circles can be considered to depict 

relationships between the Zodiac, Planets 

and the Earth. In each case the larger 

circle is the Zodiac – arguably where it 

overlaps the smaller circles is Capricorn.

Below is the Capricorn symbol at the 

bottom of the Zodiac on the marble 

relief – similar to the so-called Pictish 

Beast of the Pictish Symbols.

Pictish Beast

Taken together the Z-Rod & Double Disc, V-

Rod & Crescent, Mirror and the Pictish Beast 

symbols combine elements of astronomy, 

astrology and Mithraic belief. The upward arrow 

of the V-Rod shows, on death, the travel of the 

soul from earth via the planets and Celestial 

sphere – the concentric circles of the Disc –

through the gate of Capricorn (described by 

Porphyry as a hole in the sphere of fixed stars) 

to heaven beyond.

Further reinforcing the relationship between 

Mithraism and the Pictish symbols is the Mirror 

Case which is decoded as Mithras born from 

the rock. An excellent example from a temple is 

in the Great North Museum, Newcastle (below)  

– it also shows Mithras holding the Zodiac.

All of the symbols on the Pictish Stones have 

now been decoded with the initial key being 

the shapes and symbols on the Mithras 

Marble in the Museum of London. They are 

described in my book– Pictish-Mithraism –

the Religious Purpose of the Pictish 

Symbol Stones – and website

www.pictish-mithraism.com

Mirror Case – South 

Ronaldsay, Orkney  

& Tillytarmont
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