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THE INSCRIPTIONS AND LANGUAGE OF THE NORTHERN PICTS. By
JOHN RHYS, M.A., PKOFESSOK OF CELTIC IN THE UNIVERSITY OF
OXFORD.

The first thing to notice in regard to the Pictish inscriptions is their
distribution, and they may be conveniently enumerated from the south
northwards, as follows :—We begin on the other side of the Forth, to
wit, at Scoonie, in East Fife, and from there we proceed to Abernethy.
Thence we come to St. Vigeans Church, near Arbroath, and our next
stop is at Aquhollie, in the neighbourhood of Stonehaven. "We now
visit Aboyne, on the Dee side; then we proceed across country to
the neighbourhood of Inverurie, and stop at Logie Elphinstone and
Newton. Our next stop is at Brodie, between Forres and Nairn. Then
there is nothing to demand our attention till we come to the Sutherland
town of Golspie. We have now to quit the mainland, and visit the
Orkneys, namely, Papa Stronsa and North Eonaldsha. Finally, we make
for the Shetlands, the mainland of which supplies several specimens,
while the isles of Bressay and St. Ninian have one specimen each to
show. This brings the total up to sixteen stones, and all except two are
inscribed in the Ogam character, either wholly or partly. Unfortunately
several of the inscriptions are the merest fragments, but they must be
scrupulously taken into account in considering the area of distribution.

The foregoing enumeration of the stones shows that the whole length
of the Pictish domain is fairly covered by the inscriptions, from the Forth
to the Shetlands; but it is remarkable that none are known to occur in
the Highlands, and on the western coast, or in the neighbouring islands.
Even the case of the Ogam supposed by some to exist in the Island of
Gigha, between Kintyre and Islay, is, as I am told, extremely doubtful.
What can be the reason for the comparative absence of inscriptions in
those parts of Alban to which the Seotti or Goidels of Ireland used to
find a ready access ? I have no answer that seems to me quite satis-
factory ; but it is not wholly irrelevant to point out that the northern half
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of Ireland itself has extremely few ancient Ogams to show. Neverthe-
less, I have very little doubt in my mind that it was from Ireland
Ogtnic writing was introduced into Pictland.

To make this intelligible, it will be necessary to go briefly into the
history of Ogmic writing elsewhere. The oldest specimens belong to
Wales and Devon, and the south of Ireland. It is characteristic of
them that the scoring and notching forming the Ogams follow the angle
of the stone employed. I say stone for the reason that Ogams on stone
are the only ancient ones known still to exist, though I am inclined to
think that slips of wood were also used for this kind of writing—more
commonly, perhaps, than stone. I append the Ogam alphabet, with the
values ascertained, so far as possible; from bilingual monuments. It is to
be borne in mind that the connecting line here represents the natural
angle of the stone used :—

T———————;——————————————I——————————HHll ///////// I • '> ' - '" I ' l - l . l l t i
Z?, Z, D s, n; H, d, t, c, qu; M, g, ng, f, r; A, o, w, e, i;.

w
e,P,p,P,P-

After this ancient monumental Ogam alphabet, we find a somewhat
altered system, betraying the influence of manuscript writing, especially
in the fact that it has an artificial stem-line to represent, in manuscript,
the angle of the stone. So this later Ogam is not cut on the angle,
though it may run closely parallel to it, but on the face of the stone.
Another characteristic is that the vowels, from being notches in the
angle, become lines perpendicularly crossing the stem-groove, as will be
seen from the following alphabet :— -

B I, v, s, n; H, d, t, c, q; M, 'g, ng, f, ' ' r; A, o,
\/ \/ \/ 1
e, e, ' p.

^ it happens that the Pietish Ogams, with only one entire excep-
tion, belong to the later kind, and not to the earlier ; but before pro-

1 The first and third of these Ogams are of the same form, namely, Xj. while the,
second consists of separate halves, ><, with an intervening space. varying in width.
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ceeding to discuss details, I should add, that whereas the ancient Ogam
is very uniform, the later one shows a free development in the matter
of introducing stops, of varying the inclination of the scores, and even
of transforming them into curves. I have chiefly Irish instances in
view, and one may consult the Book of Ballymote,1 a manuscript com-
piled about the beginning of the fifteenth century, for a large assortment
of Ogam alphabets, accompanied with much curious information inter-
mingled with pedantic trivialities. But for the present I shall confine
myself to three or four authentic instances of the use of Ogmic writing,
and I would begin with the Irish manuscript of St. Gall, written in the
ninth century. This contains eight entries in Ogam, punctuated where
there is occasion for it, above the stem-line, which is feathered like an
arrow. Take the following instance :—

/ i n 1 1 1 1 ///// 1 1 1 1 1 r I I ' l l ! I I
P e r i a. G a i. h o d

that is, " the Feast of St. Cains to-day."
And this :

\ 1 1 1 1 i i i i- / / / / /
C o c a r t,

that is, Corrige, or "Correct (this)."

Also this,2 the last of a series of four successive corrections:—

H- 1 1 1 1 i / / / / / / M. / / / / / ; 1 1 m m i l - I I M IT
A cc o c a r t. i n s o ,

that is, " And correct this."

The next instance I should like to cite consists of a string of proper
names engraved in four lines on a silver fibula discovered in 1806 at

1 The tract on Ogams occupies folios 3086-315a: I refer, of course, to the Royal
Irish Academy's photograph reproduction of this massive manuscript. The most
valuable things in the tract have been extracted and published in fac-simile by Mr. G.
M. Atkinson in the Kilkenny Archaeological Journal for 1874, pp. 202-236 ; and in
Mr. Brash's Ogam Inscribed Monuments of the Gaedhil (pi. i., ii.), the editing of
which, owing to the author's death, was undertaken by Mr. Atkinson.

2 All three in stances are taken from Nigra's Beliquie Celtidie (Turin, 1872), pp. 15,17.
In the third instance here given, that learned Celtist has possibly gone wrong in
taking the compound symbol for cc to have been an erasure. For the rendering "And
correct this," I am indebted to Dr. Whitley Stokes. Nigra here calls attention to the
six scores carelessly written for five scores = r.
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Ballyspellan, in the barony of Galmoy, county Kilkenny. The work-
manship has been surmised to be of the twelfth century. The order in
which the four lines should be taken is not certain, but that is of no
consequence here. They run thus—

\ l l l l I I
/ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

C n a

\ / 1 1 1 1 1/ 1 M i l l
M i

\

M l / \/ 1 1 1 1 1 \ M 1 1 V1 1 1 / 1 1 1 lA / Ai I 1 1
e m s e c A> O e I I

I I " I I ///// " W i l l 1i i i i i I I I I / / / / / / / I I I 1
n o do r1> M u a i

/-.!V,, / I I l l l l / / / / /Y

I 1 1 1 l 1
a c h

11
d

7" I ATI T I [TTTT77////X
M a e I in a, i r e

On another part of the ornament comes one more line, thus—

ii i 1 1 1 1 1 / ;
M a, e I u a d a i g Ma e I ma i . r e

It is needless, perhaps, to add another instance of the later Ogam
writing. One of the general conclusions which I draw from those just
given, and'others of the same kind, is that, though nothing of any length
has ever been discovered in Ogam, Irish scribes were at one time com-
monly acquainted with it. The practice of writing it on parchment
inevitably led to a freer hand, so to say, and to an incipient tendency
to neatness and precision. This, transferred to stone, forms our principal
difficulty with the Pictish inscriptions, for, combined with a certain
amount of such individuality of treatment, we have a great lack of
specimens to set us right as to the formulae to be expected; not to
mention a further difficulty, that of the language, which one has also to
face, as will appear later.

1 The whole is copied from plate xli. in Mr. Brash's Ogam Inscribed Monuments, for,
owing to inexcusable negligence, I have never asked to see the fibula itself in the
Museum of the Eoyal Irish Academy; but I suspect that the name here given as
Minodor should be read

>/———j—\\-rn
that is, Maelfodor, the Maelodhar of the Four Masters.
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I now propose to take the Pictish inscriptions very briefly in detail,
which I am enabled to do by the ample accounts of the stones, and the
engravings of them already published by your Society. My study of
the subject has been especially helped by the careful readings published
in your pages by the Earl of Southesk, and the photographs taken by
him; also by the copies recently made of the stones by Mr. J. R. Alien,
who has kindly placed them at my disposal.

1. The Scoonie Stone (now in the National Museum, Edinburgh)
represents a stag-hunt, and near the right edge of the stone runs an
Ogam inscription, interrupted in part by the stag's head and one of his
forelegs. The top of the stone is gone, but I know not what search has
been made for it. My reading, which I give with great diffidence, is—

———————I ////////// /III—————n^TTTT
E h t a r r m_s o n n
~T~ ~~T~

Speaking from my notes of the inscription, I cannot read the beginning
of it eddarr, \ \ \ \ [{ l l \ ///// /////, but now, on comparing the whole
with others, it seems to me that I ought to have read Elitarrmnonn or
Ehtarrnonn, in which the ht stands probably for t or perhaps its aspirate,
t'. One could not, accordingly, help seeing in this word the equivalent
of the eddarnonn beginning one line on the Brodie Stone. So I should
conclude that the Scoonie Ogam was continued to and on the top of
the stone, like the Golspie one. I do not suppose, ou the other hand,
that there is anything wanting at the commencement.

The identity of the art * displayed on this stone with that on the
Golspie Stone, and the similarity in the dress of the men, must, I think,
show any one who will take the trouble to compare them, how closely
allied in origin the most southern of the Pictish inscriptions is to the
most northern on the mainland: nothing could more strikingly prove

i Judging from the drawing in Brash's book (pi. xlviii.), the headgear of two of
the hunters comes down between the shoulders and in front to the nose-tip ; so it
reminds me of the three Picts from Pictland, as described in the story of the Destruc-
tion of Bruden Daderga, in the Book of the Dun Cow, fol. 88a, where the headgear is
said to be equally long behind and on the forehead.
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that they belong not only to the same race, but to the same series of
monuments.

2., The Abernethy Fragment, which I am. delighted, to learn has been
to-day presented to the National Museum by Alexander1 Laing, LL.D.,
F.S.A. Scot. But for my information about it I am indebted to my
friend. Mr. Alien, from whom- I learn that the piece of stone; shows,
beside the Ogam scores, certain portions of the legs of a horse ; so it
was.- probably,, like the previous stone, ornamented with a hunting scene ;:
but I must confess that I do not quite understand the relative position of
the sculpture and the Ogam., The writing consists, of the. three letters

— —— w'*icn would be either i m n, or q m i, according

to the direction of the reading, which is hard to tell. The Ogams are,
however, instructive, as the two longer ones consist of tied scores or bind1

Ogams, such as we shall find presently in the Islands, a circumstance
which establishes the practical oneness of the entire series from Fife
to the Shetlands.

3. The Drosten Stone, now most awkwardly placed in the wall of
the porch of St. Vigeans Church, n«ar Arbroath. This is not an
Ogam-inscribed stone, but a small panel reading as follows : —

CUP

drosten-
ipe uoret
ett for-

cus.

Here every letter is certain, with the exception of the 0, as to which
there is room for doubt whether it means o or e. There is a difficulty,

1 I may state here that specimens of bind Ogams occur in the above-mentioned
tract in the Book of Ballymote (see folios 312, line 5, and 313, line 17):
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however, as to the points at the end of the third line : I think they were
originally three, ; • , but the last of them is doubtful. Possibly it
never was there; but supposing it was, we have then somewhat the same
arrangement of three points as at the end of the first line. Now, the
object of the points after FOE was to show that the word was finished
in the line following, the name being, in fact, Forcus or Fercus, better
known as Fergus. The same is my inference with regard to Drosten,
namely, that the entire word was regarded as being Drostenipe. The
whole would read accordingly as suggested above. Formerly I regarded
the inscription as meaning "Drosteu, Ipeuoret ett Forcus," that is,
as consisting of three proper names joined together in Latin by means
of the conjunction ett, for et "and." This received the approval
of no less an authority than Dr. Hiibner, as will be seen in his Inscrip-
tiones Britannios ChristiawB, No. 212, p. 77. I have, however, never
succeeded in finding any trace of such a name as Ipeuoret, and I do not
regard the ett as decisive of the language of the inscription, any more
than I should treat et, or 7, or & in an old Irish manuscript as a word
to be read otherwise than occws or ocus, "and." Nay, I am now some-
what inclined to regard ett as the native Pictish word for " and," to be
equated with the edd on the Golspie Stone.

The force of any arguments derived from the date and locality
of the habit of writing ett for et would be likely to be seriously
diminished by the undeniable Pictish habit of doubling almost every
consonant, as will be seen from some of the inscriptions to be noticed.
On the other hand, the fact that the t is the only consonant
doubled in this instance proves, to my mind, that the Drosten inscriber
was acquainted with some language besides Pictish, probably Latin or
Goidelic, or both; and I should be glad to believe that under some
such extraneous influence the spelling of ipe is a simplification of ipce ==
ipoi, ipua, which I hope to show to have been a Pictish word for " off-
spring or progeny." Be that as it may, I venture to assume that ipe and
ipua, are at any rate related and of a kindred meaning. So I would
provisionally translate thus: " Drust's offspring, Uoret and Fergus." The
name Forcus is Goidelic, and this form of it is used in Adamnan's
Life of St. Columba when he speaks of MacErce's sons (see Beeves'
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edition, i. 7, p. 33); and Foreos occurs on a stone, from Clonmacnois,
in Miss Stokes' Christian Inscriptions in the Irish Language,- part i.
p. 16, and pi. ii. 5. The other name, Uoret, is. probably native, and
identical with that of the Pietish king Wrad, who was reigning when
Kenneth MacAlpin was making himself master of the Pietish power in
•the years from 839 to 844 : .we have other forms of the name probably
in Ferath and Feret^ which occur-in the Olironide of the Scots and
Picts ; and more exactly in Forat, in the Tripartite Life of Patrick? in
spite of its being given only as a genitive there.

The initial / is due in such forms. probably to Goidelic influence ; so
the distinction sharply drawn in this inscription between the u or v of
Uoret and the / of the borrowed Forcus is instructive.

4. The Aquhollie Stone, about 5 miles north-west of Stonehaven. I
visited this stone last summer for the first time, as I had never heard of
it till the Earl of Southesk's account of it was published by your
Society. I am unable to agree entirely with his reading, though I am
not by any means certain of my own; but I am confirmed by Mr.
Alien's reading and his exact measurements of the spaces. We agree
very nearly with regard to the consonant scores, as follows :—

LI
V i n o n i t e d o v

wo T T

As to further details, I may remark that the d which I regard as
doubtful Mr. Alien gives in faint outline, whereas Lord Southesk gives
no d, ^-, but suggests an n, \ \ \ \ \ ' , that would, I take it, cover my "777.
The vowels -are all to a great extent guess work, but Mr. Alien and I
agree in our conclusions about them all except the one occurring in the
space between n and t. . There I could not decide whether to count
four considerable depressions, or exactly twice the number by including
less perceptible ones. He, however, has taken the precaution of
measuring the space, and finds it to be the same as that for the i. In that
case one might perhaps conclude that we have here to do with a genitive

1 See Skene's Picts and Scots, p. 150.
2 See Stokes' edition, pp. 210, 351.
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Vinoni, a name which might now be Finan in the nominative; but this
would leave the rest unexplained. I ought to add that, when looking
at the stone, I was half inclined to see a notch before the first v, jjj:
this would lead one to expect the legend to begin with avi. Avi in
ancient Ogams is the Goidelic genitive, now ui, corresponding to the
nominative iia or 6, " a descendant, or grandson." Lastly, I could be
certain of nothing after the last v here given, but Mr. Alien suggests a
gap followed by four notches: if this could mean an original group of
five notches, we should have a common ending of a Celtic genitive, and
the whole would be Vinoni Tedovi, or else Avi Nonitedovi, meaning
" the grave of Vinon Tedov, or of O'Nonitedov"; but this is sheer
guesswork.1

Lastly, I wish to mention that this Ogam is all on the natural edge
of the stone, and that the vowels must have been notches in the edge,
and not lines cut across it at length : it is the only inscription of the kind
north of the Forth, and I should be inclined to consider it, for that
reason, as being probably the oldest Ogam in Scotland.

5. The Aboyne Cross, now at Aboyne Castle. This, though only a
fragment of the cross, seems to bear the whole inscription; possibly
the stone had been broken as it is now before it was used for the Ogam.
The latter consists of two lines, the first of which seems to break off in
the middle of a word; and this I take to be indicated by a deep barb-like
mark at the end. In fact, I should be disposed to regard it as answer-
ing the purpose of our hyphen at the end of a line : compare Forms
on the St. Vigeans panel. One might prefer, however, to find that it
meant h, and one may urge that it is not more deeply cut than the a
of Maqqo. I examined the stone in 1883, and I verified my reading
last summer. In addition I have before me Lord Southesk's excellent
photograph, together with Mr. Alien's rubbing. This is what I make
of it—

1 I think that the stone might be read with certainty if it could be cleared of the
lichen, and that could be done with safety by having it covered for some time
with turf or soil so as to make the lichen wither, which could then be brushed clean
away, as I was able to do in the case of the Yarrow Stone: see the Academy for
1891, ii. 181. Might I suggest to the Society of Antiquaries that they should have
this done ?
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/
Ma, q q o t a I I u o r r -

I I I I I \\____\ 1 1 I I I I I l\/_________I | I I______1 1 1 ///// / / i . i -L vvi INI 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
n eh h t v r o b b a c c e n n e v v

Scarcely one of the characters is damaged or doubtful, except in point of
value. The first to call for notice in this last respect is the o. This I
would identify with <3> in the tract in the Book of Ballymote, where it
has the value of o given it in one place and that of oi in another (fol.
312). I am inclined to regard it as called into existence by the influence
of Roman o on the bind Ogam for o as on the Burrian Stone, and to asso-
ciate with it that value. This will be found confirmed when the Bressay
and Burrian Ogams come to be reviewed. The next character to be
noticed is ̂ , which I should be disposed to regard as a modification
of X = e' th**' modification having been first made in order to avoid
confusion with ^ =j?. This, however, is a question concerning its
history which it is not essentially necessary to deal with here, since the
character ^^ seems to have come into use in Ireland before it was
introduced to Scotland. We have it in the former country in a some-
what late Irish Ogam reading—

/ I M i l l . .N^l I I I ! . . . . . — I I I I I / / / / / 1 1 1 1 1/ ' I I I I I | |/\l I I I I M | | | | I I I I I / / / / / U M I

-^that is to say, Maile-lnbiri.1 It occurs also in an older Ogam, but
one hardly belonging to the oldest class of Irish Ogams, as I gather from
the trick of inverting the side scores. The inscription in question is
found on a low cromlech near the foot of the mountain called Caher-
Conree, between Tralee and Dingle, and the name of interest here
reads

. 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 \ / . . . .
I l l l 1 1 m /sTTT TTT

—that is to say, Oonu-Nett. In Scotland we shall meet with ̂ ^ again on
the Golspie Stone, and on stones in Orkney and Shetland.

1 Maile-lnbiri would be the genitive of a name Mail-Jnbiri, which I have tried to
explain as meaning " Calvus Virginis," or the Slave of the Virgin: compare Mail-
Maire, and for a short account of this inscription, which belongs to Kilmalkedar in
Kerry, see the Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland for 1892,
p. 267.
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One should next notice the angle made by ̂ , for the vowel o, instead
of being ||. Whether this was meant to indicate a modification of the
sound of that vowel I cannot say, but I am disposed to think not. The same
character occurs at least once on the Brodie Stone, and the Golspie Stone
has, perhaps, an a of the like formation ^; and so has one line on the
Bressay Stone. In all the instances it will be noticed that the angle is con-
tained on the left: in other words, when the vowels are not drawn straight'
they look towards the left, so to say, and this agrees with the interpreta-
tion of certain bind Ogam scores in the tract in the Book of Ballymote
(fol. 313, line 17), whereas if they looked the other way about, <^, < ,̂
&c., they would probably be interpreted to mean m, g, &c. Lastly, one
should notice the a in the second line: its lower extremity ends in a
short horizontal score, giving the whole letter the appearance of a hammer,
and the like a will be found on the Golspie Stone, on the Lunasting
Stone, and more than once on the stone from the Broch of Burrian. On
the Aboyne Stone, however, the horizontal score is damaged by a little
breakage, so that it is wider and rougher than the rest. Supposing the
breakage to account for the whole of this horizontal score, which I do
not think, one then would read simply an ordinary {, a, for there is
hardly any question as to the value of the character.

As to the legend, it seems to begin with Maqq, " son," or, as I think
more probable, with Maqqo for Macco, the word which occurs so fre-
quently in the most ancient Irish Ogams in the genitive muco-i or
mucco-i. Even if the other view be preferred, it does not prove the
inscription to be of necessity a very early one; for we find that in
Ireland the spelling of mac or mace with a q or two was continued to
comparatively late times. A curious instance of this is given in Brash's
book, pi. xli., where a small lead vessel found at Kilmallock, in county
Limerick, is represented as reading—in relief—as follows :—

Tl 1 1 1
N

. 1 1 1 1
0

M i l l / /1 1 1 1 1 // i i / I N I1 1 1 1 / 1 1 1 1
i g 1 a s M e

1 1 1 1 'I N I i i rr / ———————
i I I m o c h o

1 1 1 1 1 ' ' ' ' '1 ) 1 1 1
i . q

I \\ II
1 1 / I I / /
I m o g

VOL. XXVI.


