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SUMMARY

If it can be assumed that objects on Pictish stones are representations of those in contemporary use
in Pictland, then a brief survey suggests that Pictish culture owed a strong debt to Roman Britain and
Anglo-Saxon England.

INTRODUCTION

Although Pictish sculptures have been studied intensively from an art historical standpoint,
little attention has been paid to the details of Pictish life that some of them furnish, with the
notable exception of a study of the animals on Class I stones (Gordon 1966). While Pictish
iconography parallels that found elsewhere in the art of contemporary Christian Europe, many of
the details are peculiar to Pictland. This was recognized by Joseph Anderson, who wrote

Though details of these diagrammatic human figures are treated in a conventional manner,
there can be no doubt that the costume, the weapons and other accessories, are those of the
country and the time (Anderson 1880, 122).

CHARIOT

There is a single representation of a chariot in Pictish sculpture, on the lost Meigle No 10
stone (illus la). It has high, twelve-spoked wheels, ornamental openwork sides, and an awning of
indeterminate type over the figures. It is pulled by two horses or ponies with braided tails, and
appears to have a single shaft. The traces pass through what appears to be a ring.

It was suggested that this was a representation of the Ascension of Elijah (Alien &
Anderson 1903, 331): this seems unlikely since there are three figures in the chariot and the
apparently secular nature of the other carvings on the slab (of an archer hunting a beast, of a
hound and of a monster eating a man) is more in keeping with a hunting scene of the type much
favoured by Pictish sculptors.

The Meigle chariot is not descended from those of the pre-Roman Iron Age, as might be
supposed since the Caledonians, the ancestors of the Picts, are reported as having used chariots at
Mons Graupius. lan Stead has argued that representations are unreliable evidence for what Celtic
Iron Age chariots looked like. A possible exception to this is one illustrated on a relief from
Chiusi (1965, 265). This shows a rounded side wing, a feature absent from the Pictish
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representation. There is no evidence for awnings or for more than two people in a chariot in the
pre-Roman Iron Age.

The Meigle chariot does not appear to be related to the Irish chariot either. The literary
evidence for chariots in Ireland has been examined in detail (Greene 1972). The Irish literature
describes a vehicle with seats for a charioteer and a warrior: Cu Chulainn and his charioteer were
able to turn to face each other to play a board game (Greene 1972, 69). The chariot of literary
tradition also had projecting shafts at the rear, which it has been suggested were due to the
chariot having an A-frame (Harbison 1971, 172).

Chariots were depicted on Irish High Crosses: the North Cross at Ahenny (Co Tipperary),
the Cross of the Scriptures at Clonmacnois (Co Offaly) and the Cross of Patrick and Columba at
Kells (Co Meath) (Harbison 1968; 1971, 173). From these representations Harbison concluded
that the ninth-century Irish chariot was drawn by two horses and had high, spoked wheels. There
were eight of these on the Clonmacnois and Ahenny chariots and Haibison has pointed out that
the vehicle is more akin to the Irish agricultural cart than the type of vehicle represented in Iron
Age Celtic tradition, for example on a relief from Padua (Harbison 1971).

In his most recent discussion, Harbison has suggested that Anglo-Saxon models comparable
to the Franks Casket may lie behind the representations of chariots on Irish crosses (1977, 291,
n 18), and Helen Roe has compared the Irish chariots with an ivory carving, probably from
Constantinople, in which priests in a chariot display a reliquary casket (Roe 1962, 16-17, 45 &
fig on p 48).

The chariot on the Meigle 10 stone differs from the Irish representations in several
important respects. It has smaller wheels, open sides constructed with baluster shafts, is shown
with more than two people in it and was capable of supporting some kind of awning. It had 12
spokes, compared with the eight on the Clonmacnois and Ahenny chariots.

It has been suggested that the chariot on the Ahenny cross displayed features of a
carpentum, a type of vehicle with an awning used in the Roman Empire on ceremonial occasions
(Jope 1956). In one Irish text (Lebor nu hUidre) there is a reference to pupall cocorda, fortche
uanaide - 'a purple awning, green covering'. It has been pointed out that pupall is a loan word
from Latin papilio (Greene 1972, 70). Although this has been taken as a late addition to the text,
it could have been contemporary.

Several types of covered vehicle apart from the carpentum were known in the Roman world.
The Picts could have taken up the use of such vehicles through contacts with the Romans during
their incursions south of Hadrian's Wall.

Although of course an imported ivory might have inspired the Meigle chaiiot, no possible
prototype is known to us, and its essential difference from the Irish examples suggests to us a
native source.

ARMOUR

(a) CHAIN MAIL

Warriors are frequently depicted on Pictish sculptures. On Aberlemno 2 ('Aberlemno
churchyard') some of the figures seem to be wearing long 'tunics' with a slit from the knee to the
hip. This feature is clearly seen on the warrior at the bottom right, who is being devoured by a
raven (illus 1, b & c). These garments differ from the standard short tunic worn by most secular
figures on Pictish stones (eg Golspie 1). Presumably the thin material of which it was made was
either leather or, more probably, chain mail.

Alcock has plausibly suggested that both Britons and Saxons in the post-Roman period


