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Summary 

For the first time, a complete decipherment of a non­
funeral Pictish symbol stone has been accomplished, 
the Burghead BuB displayed in the British Museum. It 
details the plans for a wedding celebration between 
Maiden and Champion, a stock phrase found on every 
buH symbol stone. In this case, Champion is Hand of 
the Realm, who will bring a thousand of bis elite 
Blades to the reception and a herd of hornless cattle. 
Battle Maiden will provide food, table beer in casks, 
and teams of cattle to puB sleds for transporting local 
families to the event. 

The translation supports a theory that Burghead was 
an important capital of the Picts, but not THE capital, 
because Hand had to travel there. 

Background 

Val Camonica Translations reveals that at least half of 
the 300,000 pictographs pecked into glacially 
smoothed rocks that border the valley are rebuses, 
written in Finnish using a mix of Old European and 
Etruscam syllabaries. (Harris, 2013) 

Decipherment of Pictish Ogham compares the 
frequency of each letter of all Scottish Ogham 
inscriptions to those of possible languages; it 
discovers only one match, Finnish. (Harris, 2016) 

After conquering Val Camonica in 16 BC, Rome 
conscripted rnen from this Alpine vaBey into the 
Roman Legions. Many were sent to Scotland to build 
Hadrian's Wall and Antonine Wall. Some must have 
gone over to the Picts, who spoke the same language, 
and took their writing skills with them. After 
completion of these walls, Pictish scribes began to 
carve elaborate, stylized images, many to 
commemorate a deceased leader. 

] hypothesized that each Pictish image is arebus of 
consonant-vowel letters that can be isolated and read 
using the syllabary of Val Camonica in ltaly. A test 
with an abstract image worked (Harris, 2018). 
Burghead Bull should be a beUer test because it so 
elosely resembles areal bul!. 

Figure 1: Burghead Bull, displayed in the British 

Museum ofLondon. (Photo C. Clerk) 
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The fortress at Burghead 

Christine Clerk wrote her dissertation on the 
development of the fortress at Burghead. It occupies 
all of a small peninsula that juts into Moray Firth east 
of Invemess. Around 400 BC, Picts constructed a 
palisade around the peninsula, and dug three ditches 
with dykes across the neck. It is the largest of all 
Pictish forts. The image of the buH was found in a 
deep weIl within the fort in 1809, perfectly preserved 
(Clerk, 2019). 

Fi~ure 2: Location of Burl!head. (Ramsdale.org) 
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Thirty similar carvings of buBs in sandstöne were 
found in 1809 during the demolition of the fort to 
create the town of Burghead. Most were lost, but six 
remain: two in the Visitor Centre in Burghead, two in 
Elgin Museum, one in the National Museum of 
Scotland in Edinburgh, and one in the British Museum 
in London (Wikipedia). 

What they mean is unknown. 

The date of writing was after the construction of 
Antonine waU around 148 AD that Ied to Pictish 
writing and be fore Danes conquered in 1108 AD. On 
stylistic grounds, the British Museum dates its picture 
stone to 7thC to 8thC AD. 

In the image below, note that both rear hooves are 
made with three lines, while the front hooves have 
tour lines. This imbalance suggests that the hooves are 
Ietters. 

Pictish writing goes left to right, top to bottom, and 
that is how I shall proceed. 

Title of Pictish stone 

Four large letters march across the buB, MA HÄ NE 
U (Figure 3): 

Maa-häät Neiton Urhohon 

Country wedding of Maiden to Champion. 

Figure 3: Four large leiters across the bull spell the 

/'
MA HÄ NE u 

Country wedding of Maiden to Champion 

titte of the insc ' . 

Champion, a male warrior, is imaged as a champion 
buH. The text continues with finely inscribed lines, 
outlined in white. 

Every buH Pictish stone has the same curly-Q design 
in the center of the bull that speils 'wedding of maiden 
to champion'. Eacb Bull stone announces a wedding. 
The stone likely was erected in a prominent Iocation 
so that attendees could prepare. 

Text of Burghead Bull in British 
Museum 

Country Wedding of Maiden to Champion 

Thus: to plan our celebration feast for Country 
Maiden. 

The countryside will produce pi ne beer-casks for her 
great wedding. Our gallant Battle Maiden will join an 
escort. 

One man from the country will speak; the best 
speaker, the best beer-man, High Father. Then a 
procession of many people will herd cattle pulling 
ahkias to the wedding, valiant families to the 
wedding, a thousand real men. 

The first family will join a hundred countrymen to go 
and fetch beer for the wedding party; hornless cattle 
from Hand also. They will meet Hand' s dear friends at 
the wedding. 

Maiden will meet our best champion, War, will meet a 
thousand of Hand's men, will escort the men, the best 
blades of Hand. 

Table beer from Maiden for the country folk, the best 
of people. A wedding celebration feast, the first for 
many valiant champions. Table beer in casks for the 
wedding. Cattle from tbe countryside will drag much 
food for the men. 

Protagonists in the inscription 

The scribe identifies four people by an epithet, none 
by their birth name: 

Maiden (Neidon), Battle Maiden, Country 
Maiden, the bride 

Urho (Champion), the groom, pictured as a buH. 

Hand (Käden), leader of the country, who is the 
actual groom. 

High Father (Ylätaatton), the best speaker 
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War (Soan), champion of the army 

Image 01 Bull 

The inscription in large letters suggests that a bull 
represents the groom in marriage. 

Cattle are mentioned thrice: cattle pulling sleds fuH of 
people, hornless cattle from Hand, cattle pulling sleds 
full of food. No mention of a buH. 

It may relate to the Cretan myth of Zeus, the fIrst mler 
of Minoan Crete, who changed himself into a 
beautiful white BuH (Taurus) to win the affection of 
princess Korea of Tyre, later named Europa. 

Pictish syllabary 

The syHabary comes from Val Camonica in ltaly. The 
foHowing chart shows letters from two decipherments. 

Figure 4: Chart ofPictish syllabary from two 
deciphennents. 
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Lines 1 to 5 

Tbe back of the buH divides into five phrases. 

FiJzure 5: Transcri 

NI MI PE ME 

\./'\/V'I 
MA NE MA KA 

7 I r".\...../= 

.c. 

PE KA U Ä HÄ SÄ 

3. 

:!. MI 

MA!} PU 
6. 

MI1. 

NI 

1. 

2. 

3. 

o r a ) /\..
4. ME U SO NE Y VI.- ~ ) 
5. 1 MI MA PU 

Pictish script, punctuation added. 
1. NI: MI PE-ME 
2. MA-NE. MA KA 
3. PE-KA U Ä HÄ-sA 
4. ME USO-NE Y VI. 

5.1, MI MAPU 


Finnish decipherment 
1. Nün: miettiä peijaa-mme 
2. maa-neidosta. Maat kasvavat 
3. petäjä-kaljat uurea äijeästä häät-sä. 
4. Meiän urhean sota-neito yhdyttää viejän. 
5. Yksi mies maasta puhuu; 

English translation 
l. Thus: to plan our celebration feast 
2. for the Mighty Maiden. Tbe countryside will 

produce 
3. pine beer-casks for her great wedding. 
4. OUf gallant BaUle Maiden will join an escort. 
5. One man from the country will speak; 
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lines 6 to 8 

The first hind leg has three phrases. 

Figure 6: Transcription 0/ fines 6 10 8. 
I 

6 . Y I \ I KA 

pu) ~{MAM 
v,;' tAl'~ 8. 

KA ,_/v ~A 
MI 

fTAI 
NI ( :::::. \ Ä 

SA 

7. ~ 

/)/1_/ 
6. Y PU Y KA MI Y 

11 (8\­
7. TA NI SA Ä MI 

151'-" 
8. KA MA RA HÄ 

Pictish script. punctuation added. 
6. YPU, YKA MI. Y­
7. TA. NI, SA Ä MI 
8. KANARAHÄ 

Finnish decipherment 
6. yli-puhja, yli-kalja-mies. ylä­
7. taatto. Niin saatto äijäin miebien 
8. kaita nautaa raitoa häihin. 

English translation 
6. the best speaker, the best beer man, High 
7. Father. Then a procession of many people 
8. will herd cattle pulling ahkios to the wedding. 

Notes 
8. raifo = 'a line of reindeer puHing an ahkio.' 
8. ahkio is a type of sIed without runners, suitable 
far carrying goods or people in deep snow, 
usually drawn by a man or a reindeer. They can 
be of 

Lines 9 to 11 

The second bind leg and belly has three phrases. 

lines 9 10 11. 
\ KÄ NU(J 

I 

IKA 

11.~ 
........ 


KÄ -- ­SE 

MI 

r, '-' ~\ 
9. U PE HÄ TU Ä 

."\ /~ ) ­
10. 1 PE Y SA MA MI 

'I U(,)'-rv 
11. KÄ KA HÄ NU KÄ SE 

Pictish script, punctuation added. 
9. U PE HÄ, TU Ä. 
10. I PE Y SA MA-MI 
11. KÄ KA HÄ; NU KÄ SE. 

Finnish deciphennent 
9. llrheata perhettä häihin, tuhatta äijää. 
10. Ensin perhe yhdyttää sata maa-miebiä 
11. käydä kaljaa hääväen; nuteja Kädestä se'ä. 

English translation 
9. valiant families to the wedding, a thollsand real 

men. 
10. The first family will join a hundred 


countrymen 

11. to go and fetch beer for the wedding party; 

hornless cattle from Hand also. 

Notes 
11 se'ä meaning 'also' from sekä. 
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Lines 12 to 16 

The flrst foreleg has flve phrases. 

Fif{ure 8: Transcription 01 lines 12 to 16. 
U 
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VI .. Iv 
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) / ' '-- '-..J == 

12. 	NE Y KÄ VI HÄ SÄ 

i/Off) 
13. 	NE Y ME Y U SO 

/ 	 ~ , ­
14. Y TU KÄ MI 

~-
15. 	SA MI 


/ I " ­

16. 	Y KA KÄ 

Pictish script, punctuation added. 
12. NE Y KÄ VI HÄ [SÄ]. 
13. NE Y ME Y U, SO, 
14. YTUKÄMI 
15. SA MI 
16. YKAKÄ 

Finnish deciphennent 
12. Ne yhdyttävät Käden viljoa häissä. 
13. Neito yhdyttä meiän ylä-urho, Soan, 
14, yhdyttävät tuhat Käden miestä, 
15. saattavat miestä, 
16. ylä-kaivat Kädestä. 

English translation 
12. They will meet Hand's dear friends at the 

wedding. 
13. Maiden will meet OUf best champion, War, 
14. will meet a thousand of Hand' s men, 
15. will escort the men, 
16. the best bl ades of Hand. 

Note 

12. SÄ, two horizontal paraBel lines, is inferred 
from letter VI above letter HÄ. 

Lines 17 to 20 

/" %lSA 	 N~ v MI 

17. ~ ~: 
~1 ((U

18. 

- \:SA ••19• 	 HA \.........Jo 


26., 	RA' \ RA 
MA)RE == \ Ä 

MI 	 _ 

~,/I/-
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\/\,e\(( 

18. 	MA 1 Ä U U 


e e '-..J 


19. 	SA HÄ 

I S 1"=­
20. RA 	MA RA Ä RE MI 


30 


Pictish script, punctuation added. 
17. SA NE RA, Y MI. 
18. HÄ-RI, 1 Ä U U. 
19. SA SA HÄ. 
20. RA MA RA Ä RE MI. 

Finnish decipherment 
17. Sahti Neidosta rahvahan, yli miehien. 
18. Hää-riemujuhla, ensin äijän urhean urhoa. 
19. Sahti saaveihin häiden. 
20. Raavas maista raahaa äijän rehua miehien. 

English translation 
17. Table beer from Maiden for the country folk, 

the best of peopfe. 
18. A wedding celebration feast, the flrst for 

many valiant champions. 
19. Table beer in casks for the wedding. 
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20. Cattle from the countryside will drag much 
food for the men. 

Notes 

19. The image of beer in a keg is two bubbles in a 
wide champagne glass without the stern. The scribe 
used double dots to infer that SA was doubled. 
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