
PICTISH SYMBOLS - DECODED - HIGHLIGHTS 
 
In the time of the Roman Empire’s presence in Britannia a form of Mithraism was practiced 
(particularly in the military). When investigating Mithraism in depth it became clear that 
Pictish Symbols might represent aspects of this type of religious belief – such as the V in the 
V-Rod & Crescent being two separate but connected directional arrows so tying in with the 
travel of the soul on birth and death.  
 
This author considered that the mainly geometric objects carved on initial examples of 
Pictish Symbol Stones represented a version of a Mithraic religious belief developed after 
the Roman withdrawal from Caledonia in the early 200s CE. The result was a breakthrough 
in decoding the Symbols and the discovery of a previously unknown religious belief which 
the author has called Pictish-Mithraism.  
 
An explanation of the full discovery that led to the Symbols being decoded, and their 
interpretation is at decoding of the Pictish Symbol Stones and their religious purpose. 
 
What might be labelled "Mystery of Mithras" objects on the Pictish Symbol Stones are those 
geometric carvings which correspond to elements of the Mithraic belief and are, in effect, 
obscured requiring explanation e.g. to an initiate. In all there are seven such objects - the V-
Rod & Crescent, Mirror, Z-Rod & Double Disc and Comb (described in detail below) plus the 
Mirror Case [rock birth of Mithras], Double Disc Alone [structure of the universe] and Triple 
Disc [Zodiac with Cancer and Capricorn gates]. The five most numerous are described below. 
 

The V-Rod and Crescent, the most numerous of the Symbols 
on the Stones, has been decoded as representing the travel of 
the soul on birth and on death. Rather than a “V”, the lines are 
directional arrows, the angle between them represents the 
passage of time between the arrival of the soul on birth, into 
mortality, and its departure on death, into immortality.  
 
The Crescent is the sky-ward view from Earth, across the 

horizon to the moving Planets and the fixed stars of the Celestial Sphere – beyond is 
Heaven. The symbolism should, therefore, be spiritually comforting as the upward facing, 
returning arrow is suggesting there is not absolute finality on death – this is an enticement 
to follow Mithraism. The Celestial Sphere can be considered to contain the Milky Way – 
astrologically the home of the soul. Astrologically souls descend on birth through the Gate 
of Cancer and ascend after death through the Gate of Capricorn. This suggests that the 
upward arrow passes through the Celestial Sphere at the Capricorn “gate”. 
 
 
Several aspects of Mithraism are evident in the Z-Rod & Double Disc Symbol. In Mithraea, 
Cautes and Cautopates as companions of Mithras indicate, with their torches, life / death, 
light / darkness and the equinoxes – these are the arms of the “Z” (Mithras is the joining 
line). 



 
The concentric circles of the 
Double Discs represent the Earth, 
the moving Planets and the fixed 
stars of the Constellations in the 
Celestial Sphere. The “waist” 
effect of the lines that connect the 
Discs gives a three-dimensional 
representation of a dough-ring 
type shape – this is significant as it 
suggests the concept of a “contained” physical universe with heaven beyond. With the line 
joining the arms of the “Z” always drawn on Stones so that it overlays the connection 
between the Double Discs, we can see that Mithras is external to the contained universe.  
 
The Mirror circles can be considered to depict relationships between the 
Zodiac, Planets and the Earth. Many instances have small connected 
circles similar to the Double Discs seen with Z-Rods – these represent the 
Earth, Planets and Celestial Sphere. A larger circle (as alongside) is the 
Zodiac – here more obvious in the “ring” version (rather than the “solid” 
one) as that is how the Zodiac is shown in Mithras group statuary in 
Roman Mithraea. Where the Double Disc meets or overlaps the Zodiac 
circle this point can be considered to be Capricorn. A link between the V-
Rod & Crescent and Mirror Symbols involving Capricorn can, therefore, be made – the soul 
on its return to Heaven. A further decode for the Mirror Symbol is the concept of a contract 
between Mithras and the universe and all it contains – between the intangible and tangible. 
 

Further reinforcing the importance of the Capricorn constellation 
is the decode for the Pictish Beast. From its shape the Pictish 
Beast can be seen as the “sea goat” which is the sign of 
Capricorn. 
 

On a Symbol Stone the Pictish Beast could act as a “pointer” to that Constellation in the 
skyward view and enable, with reference to the V-Rod & Crescent, an explanation of the 
travel of the soul back to Heaven on death. With a fundamental Mithraic belief of the soul 
enduring in immortality on a person’s death the significance of signposting the portal to 
Heaven (which also features in the Mirror Symbol) is reinforced. 
 
Having the fourth highest number of occurrences on Symbol Stones (51 versus the V-Rod & 
Crescent at 90, Mirror 62, Z-Rod & Double Disc 56) the so-called Pictish Beast is the only 
non-geometric carving apart from the Serpent (with its various interpretations). Several 
descriptions have been given to this Symbol ranging from the non-committal Pictish Beast to 
the very specific Pictish Dolphin and less practical Pictish Elephant. Carvings of the Pictish 
Beast are almost identical in style, the only variants being left or right facing (nearly 3/4 are 
right facing) and angle of incline. 
 
Comb Symbols can allude to the Mithraic belief of the soul’s steps via the Planets between 
the Celestial Sphere and the Earth at one’s birth (into mortality) and back the way to 



immortality on one’s death - as if climbing a ladder. Such carvings become 
particularly relevant when they have 7 “teeth” as there were 7 Mithraic 
grades and 7 Planets (including, at the time, the Sun and Moon). This example 
is Inveravon Stone 1. 
 
 
 
A further three carvings each show, in different perspectives, the layout or construction of a 
Mithraic Temple (Mithraeum) as it would have been seen by a follower of Mithraism as 
practiced in the time of the Roman Empire.  
 

 
There are 18 examples of what is described as a Horseshoe or Arch - 
this one is at Strathpeffer and has the adornment of concentric circles 
typically seen with the Z-Rod & Double-Disc. Two meanings are 
suggested for the shape - the view into a Mithraeum or from it towards 
the Celestial Sphere; both are instructional. 
 

 
 
 

 
This design of Tuning Fork is on the Craigmyle and Strathmiglo Stones - it 
symbolises the view into a Roman Mithraeum with parallel side benches 
leading to towards the Tauroctony scene whilst alluding to the curved roof. 
 
 
 

 
Of the 16 Notched Rectangle objects 11 are with Z-Rods. They 
represent the shape and layout of a Mithraeum, in some cases with 
indentations which equate to the niches which would have housed 
statues – typically Cautes and Cautopates (as the Tyrie and Birnie Stone 
examples alongside). The addition of the Z-Rod reinforces the presence 
of the statues of the torch bearers. 

 
 
 
Finally, carvings of two "creatures" - the Serpent and so-called Pictish Beast - can be traced 
to having backgrounds deriving from Persian mythology.  The Pictish Beast is described 
above. 
 
There are 26 Serpent (aka snake) objects 11 of which are with Z-Rods; alongside is a sketch 
of the one at Newton House. The Hydra constellation (serpent) connects Cancer and 
Capricorn, the points where the soul leaves heaven on birth and re-enters on death. 
Adding to the challenge of explaining the relevance of carved objects on Symbol Stones, the 
Serpent is not only listed in the section on animals, birds and fish as having Celtic attributes 



but has a Roman mythology context as well giving each instance of the carving several 
prospective interpretations (or none). 
 
 
Designs of 12 of the most frequent Carved Objects with Mithraic relevance have been 
drawn and are here. 

 
 
In conclusion, the carvings have been decoded, interpreted and placed in a wider context 
that also accounts for the physical locations of the Stones themselves. Collectively they are 
far from being “unintelligible”. 

https://pictishsymbolstones.com/mithraic-symbols-drawn-designs/

