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The declining Pictish symbol — a reappraisal

The late Gordon Murray

SUMMARY

The paper is mainly concerned with the three commonest Pictish symbols, the crescent, the
double disc with Z-rod and the Pictish ‘elephant’ or ‘beast’. The ideas of Dr R B K Stevenson and
Dr I Henderson are outlined, namely that for each of these symbols a stylistic ‘declining sequence’
can be traced that corresponds approximately 1o a chronological sequence, enabling the probable
place of origin of the symbol to be determined. The forms and distributions of the three symbols are
examined in detail and it is argued that the finer examples of each are centred in different areas. For
reasons which are stated, the classification of the crescent differs here from that made by Stevenson.
The different decorative forms show significantly different distributions but the origin appears to be
in the far north. The most typical examples of the Z-rod accompanying the double disc are found
predominantly in Aberdeenshire, where it is suggested that the symbol may have originated.
Examples of the Pictish beast are here graded according to the extent that their features correspond
or otherwise with a list of what appear to be the ‘classical’ features of the form. The distribution and
general quality of existing examples suggest that the origin centre of this symbol is probably in the
area of Angus and eastern Perthshire.

The paper also discusses the arrangement of the symbols in statements, with some tentative
remarks on the relative chronology of the mirror appearing alone as a qualifier.

INTRODUCTION

The principle of the declining symbol is that there existed a prototype or ‘correct’ form for
at least some of the Pictish symbols, to which all surviving instances approximate in varying
degrees, but from which later examples tend to depart .more than earlier ones. This idea was
developed by R B K Stevenson (1955, 104-6) with reference to the decoration of the crescent and
applied by Dr I B Henderson (1958) to the decoration and shape of the V- and Z-rods, the Pictish
‘beast’” and the notched rectangle. It seems likely that the design for each of these was originally
fine and complex and underwent subsequent simplification, rather than that the most complex
designs result from the deliberate combination of features used separately in earlier examples.
Hence in all these cases a sequence of decline in quality can be traced that corresponds
approximately to a chronological sequence. This provides a method for determining roughly the
relative ages of individual examples of these symbols.

It follows that this sequence should help to suggest where the carving of these symbols on
stone originated, the probable place of origin being where the best (by hypothesis the earliest)
symbols are found. By consideration of the forms of several of these symbols, Henderson (1958,
50-2) has suggested that the symbolism was developed in the area around Inverness and
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extending up the coast to the Golspie area, constituting the so-called origin centre of the
symbolism. Many of the symbol-stones in northern Scotland are indeed of superb quality.
However, when the commonest symbols are considered individually, their distributions vary
markedly and it will be argued in this paper, from a detailed examination of the forms and
distributions of the crescent, the double disc with its accompanying Z-rod, and the Pictish beast,
that the finer examples of each appear to be centred in separate areas, suggesting that not all the
symbols had their origin in the far north.

A regional origin for a particular symbol does not necessarily support the view that certain
symbols have a tribal or other regional meaning. Such a view can only be maintained if several
symbols can be shown to have regional, non-overlapping distributions. The evidence does not
seem to allow this, and in this paper attempts to seek any interpretation of the meaning of the
symbols have been consciously avoided.

Before considering these symbols, however, there are some cautions to be noted regarding
the use of the underlying principle. The notion of the declining symbol is helpful, but there are
difficulties concerning its application.

To begin with, only the commonest symbols survive in numbers sufficient for a detailed
examination of their distribution or variations in design. Even in these cases, when broken down
into different forms or areas, the numbers involved may be very smail, so that conclusions are
often tentative. Further, many of the existing symbol-bearing stones are partially damaged or
defaced, so that the quality of the symbols cannot always be accurately determined.

The number of examples lost cannot be ascertained, but it is probable that the surviving
Pictish monuments are -only a small fraction of those that once existed. Hence it is unlikely that
the classical or earliest form of any symbol survives. Even the best existing forms are likely to be
no more than close approximations to the prototypes.

Moreover, it may be incorrect to suppose that a given symbol would devolve or become
debased at the same time everywhere in the country. Too little is known about the means by
which patterns were transmitted throughout Pictland (the symbolism being maintained with a
remarkable degree of uniformity in the process) for us to dismiss entirely the possibility of
conservatism in a centre of excellence. A design in northern Scotland close to the supposed
classical form could be contemporary with a devolved design in another area, for instance
Aberdeen.

The majority of symbols are found on sculptured stones belonging to J Romilly Allen’s
Class I, undressed boulders with incised symbols (Allen 1903, II, 3-4). The execution of these
symbols appears to display a greater degree of restraint and regularity than those found on other
monuments and objects. This inherent conservatism or tendency to preserve stereotyped forms
may indicate that the inspiration for the symbolism is closer to the presumed exemplar on Class I
monuments than elsewhere. Pictish symbols on monuments belonging to Allen’s Class II (dressed
slabs with symbols, cross and figure sculpture in relief), while still prominently displayed on the
reverse of the slabs, appear to be less important than those of Class I because they are
subordinated to the central feature of the cross and are found alongside a variety of figures and
decorative patterns. Also, the decoration and form of the symbols are generally less rigid on Class
Il monuments, and many, though not all, examples carved in relief show designs completely
different from those that are incised on stones of either class. This change in emphasis fits in with
the likelihood that at least some Class I stones pre-date the earliest Class 11 stones. Other
examples of symbols do not fit so easily into the declining sequence. Those on metal objects show
some affinities with relief examples on Class II stones. Those on cave walls and pebbles show
designs more crude and simplified than those on free-standing monuments.
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The arrangement of symbols in what Professor A C Thomas (1963) named statements is far
more regular on Class I monuments than elsewhere. The symbols are most often found in pairs,
usually one above the other. Where three symbols appear to belong together, the one that is
lowest or to the right of the others is usually the mirror, and where there are four symbols, the
last two are usually the mirror and comb. The mirror by itself and mirror with the comb appear to
act as qualifiers. As these arrangements are found with such regularity one may postulate a
standard or classical form for statements and the presence of two different primary symbols, with
or without a qualifier, is here referred to as a statement of standard form. In Class I there are few
deviations from this form (many exceptions are single animal signs which are arguably not
symbols). In Class II there are a few occasions when more than two primary symbols appear on a
given face of a monument and it is not certain whether they should be considered as one
non-standard statement, or as two standard statements, or as one standard and one non-standard
statement. Symbols found elsewhere can rarely be assigned unambiguously to statements. There
are, however, identical statements of standard form on three small metal objects. On cave walls
the symbols form large and amorphous groups. The qualifiers and the presence of the symbols
mentioned above in qualified and unqualified statements of standard form will be discussed
further.

Certain modifications to Allen’s corpus, cited here as ECMS, are adopted. Since this paper
takes account of the symbols or statements as they are found-on the monuments, rather than the
monuments themselves, the Roman numerals have, for convenience, been replaced by Arabic
ones and the classification of the monuments has been transferred to the symbols found on them,
so that, for instance, reference is made to ‘a class 1 symbol’ instead of ‘a symbol on a Class 1
stone’. Also, the scheme has arbitrarily been extended to include other contexts in which Pictish
symbols are found:

class 4 — symbols on cave walls and natural rock surfaces,
class 5 — symbols on small, portable objects.

Individual monuments and statements are referred to by a code made up of specific
elements, such as ‘Drumbuie 2 (83 Inv 5)°. The components of the code are as follows. (a)
Drumbuie 2. This is the popular name of the monument, indicating its place of discovery. The
number following distinguishes monuments discovered at the same place. It is normally the same
as the number given by Allen, but in a few cases a monument is omitted as not belonging to Class
1 or (more often) Class 2 and subsequent numbers are reduced accordingly. (b) 83. The first
number in parentheses is the sequence number of the statement. A range of numbers is allocated
to each class, as follows: 1-500 class 1; 501-700 class 2; 701-800 class 4; 801-900 class 5. The
numbers run in order of national grid reference, the sequence starting in the north and following
a succession of 10km wide strips into which the country is divided, running from west to east. The
numbers were assigned to all statements or symbol groups known in February 1978. Discoveries
subsequent to this date are assigned numbers from the end of the allocated sequence for each
class, except that gaps in the sequence, where they exist, can also be filled. (c) Inv. This is the
three-letter code for the county of discovery, as published by W F H Nicolaisen et al (1970). We
use one additional code, WIs=Western Isles, because their geographical location makes them
essentially a region unto themselves. (d) 5. This number specifies the number of the monument
within the country. As with (a), the numbers follow those of Allen, but again, if any number is
omitted, the number sequence is closed up accordingly. The number sequence is arbitrarily
extended by county for monuments discovered since the publication of ECMS. These elements
allow each monument, symbol group and statement to be identified concisely and unambiguously.
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It is important to have some indication of whether a particular symbol is overabundant or
underrepresented in a particular part of the country. Allen (1903, II, 106-7) did this on the basis
of the modern counties. Henderson (1958, 46) gives statistics for the total numbers of
symbol-bearing monuments found in each of the seven provinces of De situ Albanie, a
12th-century work in which each province except Cathanesia (Caithness) is divided into two
sub-provinces. It is generally accepted that these provinces represent early Pictish, possibly even
pre-Pictish, provinces and therefore have a historical importance which the divisions into modern
counties do not (see Watson 1926; Wainwright 1955; Anderson 1973). These provinces,
however, are too small for meaningful analysis of the symbols individually, so for the purpose of
this paper the country has been divided into three regions, separated by substantial physical
barriers: (a) the area north and west of the Great Glen, including the northern and western isles,
(b) the area between the Great Glen and the Mounth and (c) the area south of the Mounth. It is
not suggested that the Great Glen had any political significance in Pictish times. It is merely a
convenient physical barrier with which to separate the stone concentrations in Easter Ross and
south-east Sutherland from those of the Moray Firth. The Mounth is the dividing line between the
‘northern’ and ‘southern’ Picts of Bede (iii, 4). The Dunnottar (or Dinnacair) stones (152-7 Kcd
1-5) are included in the region south of the Mounth. The percentages of statements in classes 1
and 2 in each of the three regions, given below, are used for comparison with those for particular
symbols, to determine whether a given symbol is more or less abundant than might be expected in
any of these three regions.

Total no of statements —class 1:170 class 2:79

North and west of the Great Glen —class 1:52=30-6% class 2:21=26-6%
Between the Great Glen and the Mounth  —class 1:87=51-2% class 2:10=12-7%
South of the Mounth —class 1:31=182% class 2:48=60-7%

The data are drawn from: the list of symbol stones in ECMS; the additions and corrections to that
list published by Henderson (1958, 58-60) and by Thomas (1963, 94-5); the publication of
additional stones in subsequent volumes of the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of
Scotland (eight) or noted in Discovery and Excavation in Scotland (nine).

THE SYMBOLS

CRESCENT AND V-ROD

This is the commonest symbol in class 1 and the second commonest symbol in all classes
together. The crescent-shaped symbol is normally found symmetrically crossed by a V-shaped rod
with arrow-like terminations; it also occurs a few times without the V-rod. In a similar manner,
the double disc, notched rectangle and snake are generally, but not always, found crossed by a
Z-shaped rod. It is uncertain whether the basic symbols without their respective rods should be
regarded as modifications of their composite forms or as distinct symbols in their own right. For
the purpose of this work, the composite forms are regarded as the standard forms of the symbols
and the unmodified forms as variants of these, but in each case the two forms are kept distinct in
all analytic work.

The outline of the crescent on class 1 stones varies from instances (such as Kinblethmont
(164 Ang 6)) in which the lower line is almost straight and the upper line is much less than a
semicircle to ones (such as Lindores (177 Fif 1)) in which the lower line approaches a half-ellipse
and the upper line is much more than a semicircle or half-ellipse. Most lie within a small range of
shapes between the two extremes. The shape of the crescent does not appear to be correlated
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with the variations in the decoration that are assumed to indicate relative date. In class 2, the
outlines of the crescents are, with one exception, consonant with the typical class 1 outline. The
exception is that on the Hilton of Cadboll stone (516 Ros 1), in which case the lower line
comprises two equal concave arcs that meet at the apex of the V-rod which is correspondingly
shorter than usual. There are two other examples in which the outline of the crescent is peculiar,
the ‘arch and V’ on the Migvie stone (529 Abd 4) and the lost bronze plaque from Monifieth (810
Ang 1). The rare notched crescent is considered as a separate symbol and is not included here.

The crescent symbol is sufficiently common and has sufficiently elaborate decoration for
stylistic analysis to be possible. This has been carried out by R B K Stevenson (1955, 104-6, fig
15), who identifies three forms of decoration to be found primarily on class 1 monuments. His
form A has a central pelta-shaped figure, which may be vertically upwards or downwards
(occasionally two peltae oppose each other) usually located between spirals or wings; form B has
two spirals, either facing each other or everted; and form C has a central dome with a
wing-shaped device at each side. Stevenson notes that the forms are not completely distinct, and
that the placing of some examples is uncertain, suggesting a common origin. He suggests that the
most complex surviving example of the pelta design, which he identifies as that on the stone at
Golspie Main Street (19 Sut 15) should be seen as closest to the prototype, because ‘it contains a
majority of details found in the others, details which it would be hard to combine, but which
could have separated during simplification’ (ibid). (Objections to the theory are stated by Thomas
(1963, 58) and further discussed by Stevenson (1970, 66-7).)

While Stevenson’s ‘dome and wing’ design (form C) can usually be distinguished from his
other forms, the distinction between forms A and B is less clear-cut: many of the instances of
form A exhibit normal (as opposed to everted) spirals in addition to peltae, while the pelta is
frequently identified as such only by the presence of short vertical lines (forming the ‘shaft’ of the
pelta) which represent the only difference between form A designs (such as example A5 in
Stevenson’s figure) and cuspate designs in his form B (such as examples B1 and B2 in his figure).
The lunular part of the ‘shaft-less pelta’ falls below the lower bounding line of the crescent in
examples B1 and B2 - as indeed it does in ex A5 of his pelta designs. In these instances, the
lunular part can be completed, in principle at least, using the curve bridging the spandrel-shaped
angle of the V-rod. It may be suggested that only instances where the pelta can be seen entire and
distinct from the boundary lines of the crescent, as on the Golspie Main Street stone (Stevenson’s
ex Al) should be regarded as examples of deliberate incorporation of the pelta. Examples where
the presence or absence of the pelta depends on whether or not the lines of the ‘shaft’ are
sculpted may reflect no more than the preference of the sculptor.

Stevenson suggests (1955, 104) that the decoration of the crescent on the Golspie Main
Street stone represents ‘an over-all pattern of double peltas’. He envisages this example as copied
from a crescent shape that had been cut through a larger overall pattern of double peltae, possibly
from a sheet of embossed metal foil. This would explain how several of the outlines which are not
complete pelta shapes could nevertheless be regarded as peltae truncated by the bounding line of
the crescent. Also, the existence of symbol shapes executed in metal before the earliest
symbol-stones is possible. (The lost bronze plaque from Monifieth could be a late example of such
a tradition. Further, Henderson (1982, 82) suggests that aspects of symbol designs echo repoussé
metalwork and that such figures could have been attached to metal or cloth.) However, one
would expect that if the Pictish craftsmen had wished to represent an overall pattern of peltae on
the crescent symbol they would have adapted the design so that more peltae would appear
complete within the crescent shape, whether in metal or stone. They were certainly sufficiently
accomplished to do so. Further, it may be noticed that most of the supposed peltae that lie partly
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ILLus 1 Forms of decoration of the crescent. Form D. Form D1: class 1 - 134 Abd 6 Crichie, 89 Bnf 4 Inveravon 2,
177 Fif 1 Lindores, 21 Sut 1 Clynekirkton 1, 79 Abd 8 Old Deer; class 2 (transitional) — 524 Inv 1 Raasay.

Form D2: class 1 — 129 Abd 17 Inverurie 1, 86 Inv 14 Invereen, 149 Abd 32 Park House, 125 Abd 45
Brandsbutt. Form D3: class 1 7 Ork 1 Broch of Redland, 17 Cai 6 Latheron. Other D-forms: class 1 - 11

Cai 4 Lybster, 137 Abd 23 Kintore 1, 164 Ang 6 Kinblethmont, 124 Abd 7 Newton Mounie, 70 Mor 11
Knockando 1, 80 Inv 11 Fiscavaig (not to scale)






