
These components can be decoded in a Pictish-Mithraic context:-

With the Earth considered, at the time, as the centre of the universe with the 

Planets (including the Moon) rotating around it and the Constellations counter-

rotating further out, the concentric circles comprise the Earth (sometimes a dot, 

more often a circle) in the middle, then Planets and Constellations (in the Celestial 

Sphere). Collectively these become the tangible universe.

In this example of Mithraic statuary in the Museum 

of London, Mithras is accompanied by his 

supporters (to his right and left) – the torchbearers, 

Cautes and Cautopates. Cautes holds his torch up 

representing sunrise and the spring equinox. 

Cautopates holds his torch down representing 

sunset and the autumn equinox. Wondering 

whether the carvings on the Pictish Symbol Stones 

could be rooted in a Mithraic belief practiced by 

Roman military members the author could see the 

reversed Z formed by interconnected torches.

Seeing this prompted the question "had the artistic representation in the Tauroctony 

transferred in a geometric format to the Symbol Stones"?  This was the start point for 

decoding the Symbols on Pictish Stones.

Z-Rod & Double Disc Construction

As with other Pictish Symbols the meaning of this object is far from immediately obvious so a 

useful start point is to deconstruct into components which are:- 

•  three concentric circles.

•  a "Z" shape (in fact the reverse of a Z) comprising two parallel horizontal lines 

connected at opposite ends by a straight line (basically at 45°). In most instances 

objects generally referred to as finials terminate the outer ends of the horizontal 

lines.

•  two inwardly curving parallel lines touching the left and right hand 

outer circles.
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Cautes

Although seemingly a reversed "Z" there are three lines each with a different, but 

complementary, meaning.

Cautopates

Representing the beginning of the day and the summer equinox, the top line is 

Cautes. 

The end of the day and winter equinox is represented by the lower line as 

Cautopates. 

Mithras is, in effect, the line joining the horizontal ones; but not just a line - Mithras 

is the God of time and has the power to rotate the universe.

Regarding the portrayal of Cautes and Cautopates 

and what they represent, the term "finials" is too 

generic. They are holding torches so the ends of 

the horizontal lines are "flame" patterns. Over the 

range of Z-Rod & Double Disc carvings there are 

several variants of these flames in the adjacent 

illustration →

This is the General Pattern of a Z-Rod & Double Disc with components ↓
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Two dimensional representations e.g. concentric circles and lines terminating in finials are, 

arguably, unremarkable artistically. However, thinking about the concept of a physical 

universe with Heaven beyond it was clear that the two sets of concentric circles are drawn in 

such a way that they are  not just a mirror image of one another but are derived from the 

shape of a dough-ring or torus. This has been achieved artistically by connecting the outer 

circle in each set (the Constellations in the Celestial Sphere) with curved lines. This gives a 

three-dimensional illusion of an object that is little different in design than a finger ring but also 

assists the allusion to our physically being in a tangible, physically contained, universe with 

aspects of the soul travelling from and to an intangible Heaven beyond.

The tangible universe is contained in a dough-ring shape or torus ↓

This is the cross-section through a torus - 

two circles, or discs →

By joining with curved lines the two-dimensional shape of the discs from the cross-section can 

be given three-dimensional depth  ↓

The following three diagrams show the artistic technique behind the construction of the 

Double Disc part of the object.
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Click here for the full set of drawn designs.

This following Z-Rod & Double Disc selection was drawn by the author. With the same Double 

Disc shape and Z-Rod, variants include Aberlemno 2  and Glenferness  Stones with 7 

individual instead of concentric circles,  Elgin  with a cloverleaf style infill and Fordoun  with 

scroll patterns.
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