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ON PILLAR STONES, STONE CIECLES, &c.

ON a previous occasion I endeavoured to show that the

spread of nations, trade, or missionary zeal was much

greater in days gone by than History had led us to believe ;

and I noticed that names still current amongst ourselves had

been borne by Eastern nations in the remotest antiquity.

The subject -then selected embraced many others, and when

pointing out that signs ought to be studied as well as lan

guage, I remarked that it was a startling thing to find, in the

most sacred places of some of our churches, a symbol used

alike by the Freemason in his lodge, and by a Buddhist or

Hindoo in his devotions when away from a Temple, and to see

this side by side with another emblem, which was that used

in Babylon to represent the sun. It is equally curious to

discover that emblems supposed to be essentially Christian

were in use amongst the Etruscans, who were old as a

nation when Rome was an infant ; and that they have existed

from time immemorial in those Eastern countries with

which Europe has only just become acquainted.

If we turn from devices of small compass to those of

greater size, we are struck with the same resemblance between

the past and the present, and the geographically remote and

near.

Stone pillars are to be met with in Great Britain, from

Cornwall on the South to the Orkneys in the North, and

they, alone or with stone circles, may be traced from Scotland

to the plains of India.

Some of us may perhaps lament the infatuation of votaries

B
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who could see in a stone a holy emblem, and pay their

homage before him ; and we may plume ourselves upon the

increased intelligence of our own age; but the flattering

unction is 'somewhat dashed, when we find reverence to a

boulder existing in the highest circle of England, and that a

black stone still remains in Westminster Abbey to perform a

silent but important part in the ceremony of crowning each

new sovereign. What we think and say about those of Tyre

and Ephesus may be said by posterity about the Londoners

of to-day ; and some erudite New Zealander may descant

learnedly upon the ideas of our Kings and Queens, who

could only put a diadem on their heads while sitting upon

a particular bit of rock.

So much has already been written npon the subject of

pillar stones, circles, and cairns, that I cannot pretend in

this essay to any great originality. The late Godfrey

Higgins, in his Celtic Druids, almost exhausted every thing
which could be said upon the matter in his time ; and since

then Colonels Forbes Leslie and Meadows Taylor have pro

duced still more interesting details, and handled the subject

in a way which leaves nothing to be desired. Dr. Moore, in

The Pillar Stones of Ancient Scotland, has done much in a

philological sense, and his labours supplement a very

elaborate work on the Pillar Stones of Scotland, a copy of

which I have not yet been able to procure.

In the present essay, my intention is to point out what we

know about the reverence given to conical and pillar stones,

circles, and cairns, and the way in which the present is

linked to the past.

We find that in ancient Phoenicia, and elsewhere, there

were certain forms of the Deity called Bsetuli, which were a

peculiar kind of conical shaped stones which were erected in

remarkable places, and were from time to time anointed with

oil, wine, or blood. The custom is supposed to have arisen
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3

from setting up meteorolites ; and we remember with interest

that Diana of the Ephesians was said to be an image which

fell down from Jupiter, doubtless a meteoric stone originally,

and subsequently fashioned in a peculiar way. Eusebius (I
quote from Smith's Dictionary), says that Bsetuli were

believed to be stones endowed with souls, and created by

Uranus (Ovpavo;, the heaven). Bsetulus, when personified, is

called a son of Uranus and Ge, and brother of Ilus and

Chronos.

The word Bsetulus and its connexion with heaven and

earth, the sun and time, induces us to bestow a few words

upon it. If what Eusebius relates was true, each such stone

would be supposed to be the habitation of a portion of the

spirit living in heaven, and as such would be in the Phoenician

tongue Beth-el, or in the Babylonian, Bit-il or Bit-ilos, i. e.,

House of the Sun, which would readily degenerate into the

Bit-helios, House of the Sun, ^Xiof of the Greeks ; and it is

from Greek writers that we hear of Baetuli.

I need not remind my hearers how Jacob, on the morning

after his memorable dream, raised up the stone which he

had used for a pillow, poured oil upon it
,

and called it

Bethel. This coincidence would be insignificant if it stood

alone, but it becomes important when we find that one of

the ancient aboriginal Gods of Hindostan, and one to whom

worship is still offered in a way we shall subsequently

describe, is called Betel, or Vetel, and that he is represented

apparently by an upright stone. Bsetuli amongst Phoeni

cians, Betel amongst the Indians, and Bethel in Palestine

are too closely allied in form not to attract our attention,

especially when in all they are connected with a similar

form of worship. It may be said that Jacob called the

place, and not the pillar, " Bethel ;

" but as the place could

only be recognised by the pillar, and the pillar was the

very spot which he named, the objection stands for little,
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It is tolerably clear that the pillar was sacred, and as such

was anointed.

If we pursue this word as representing a sacred emblem,

by investigating proper names, apparently derived from it,

we find Batalus and Bathyllus amongst the Greeks, and

Vetulinus, Vitalis, and the Vitellii amongst the Romans ;

nor can I altogether pass by the fact, that the most ancient

name amongst the French for the Phallus is spelled Vit.

When once the idea was received, that an upright stone

represented the Deity, or one of his attributes, we can easily

conceive that the imagination of man would vary the symbol.

Some would select for the emblem a mass of vast bulk ;

others would prefer length to breadth ; some would select

a red, others a white colour, and adopt a curved, rather

than a straight stone. The transition from a rough and

unhewn block to a polished one would naturally follow as

wealth increased, and rudeness merged into civilisation. As

society began to indulge in luxury, we can readily under

stand how the tall stone would become the stately pillar,
and the conical bit of rock would be the elegant minaret.

A farther outgrowth from the ideal form would naturally

follow the develpoment of the primitive faith.

The simple stone was emblem of a single idea ; one

which ultimately expanded amongst the Babylonian and

Assyrian races into the belief that the Deity was fourfold.

There were four great Gods: — Arba-il, from whence the

name of Arbela, so well known and so very ancient, was

derived. What was at first a simple pillar, became now a

four-sided obelisk, or a towering triangle, whose bulk told

of vastness, whose pyramidal form perpetuated the ancient

conical notion, whose height told of majesty, and whose four

sides told of the four parties in the creation of mankind and

the world in general.

As the playful fancy of the devotees of the Baetuli
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increased with their luxury, the image became developed

into forms known amongst the Greeks as Hermai, typou, —

a word coming, I presume, from the Phoenician and Hebrew

word &?*$, aram, "to be high," "to swell up, to exalt

oneself;" or, possibly, from CHN, aram, "to be or to make

naked," "to be high;" there is also nt?")?, armah, "crafti

ness, guile;" and '""^IV, airemah, "a heap of ruins or

fragments." Greek, epp.a.

If our etymology be correct, we shall expect to find that

the Hermai are some way connected with the Phallic idea

(and with cunning?). That they are so is evident, in

corroboration of which we quote an article from Smith.—

"Hermae were statues, usually composed of a head, generally

that of the God Hermes (Mercury, it must be remembered,

was represented as being very cunning, and as the patron of

thieves), placed on a quadrangular pillar. Hermes presided

over journeys, traffic, roads, boundaries, &c. He was repre

sented by a block of marble or a heap of stones. To such

heaps everybody who passed added a pebble."
" Another form of making a boundary was a stone pillar

(at first unhewn), the sacred character of which was marked

by pouring oil upon it
,

and adoring it. The first attempt

at artistic development was by adding a head, and afterwards

other members of the body, at first with a symbolic meaning.

The phallus formed an essential part o
f the symbol ; probably

because the divinity represented by it was, in the earliest

times, the personification of the powers of nature. So the

symbol is described by Herodotus, who ascribes its origin to

the Pelasgi. Pausanias gives a similar account, and adds

that the Arcadians were particularly fond of the four-sided
ornament."

"These Hermae were much venerated at Athens, and every

house had one. They were placed in front of temples, near

to tombs, in the gymnasia, palaestrae, libraries, porticoes, and
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public places ; at corners of streets, on high roads, as sign

posts, with distances inscribed on them; and some are still to

be seen at Athens with the names of victors in the gymnastic

contests engraved thereon."

"In process of time a torso was added, and after that the

quadrangular pillar was^ojoved, to indicate the legs." We

need not pursue the history farther. But we may advert

for a moment to the fact that stones were used in some

places to typify the feminine rather than the masculine

element of creation; for example — the representative of the

Paphian Venus, the most popular one of antiquity, was a

conical stone. Tacitus thus speaks of it :
" The statue of

the Goddess bears no resemblance to the human form. It
is round throughout, broad at one end, and gradually tapering

to a narrow span at the other, like a goal. The reason of

this is not ascertained. The cause is stated by Philostratus

to be symbolic."1
" In all Cyprian coins," says Lajard, Recherches sur la

Culte de Venus, "from Augustus to Macrinus, may be seen

in the place where we should anticipate to find a statue of the

Goddess, the form of a conical stone. The same is found

placed between two cypresses under the portico of the temple

of Astarte, in a medal of Elia Capitolina ; but in this

instance the cone is crowned. In another medal, struck by

the elder Philip, Venus is represented between two genii,

each of whom stands upon a cone or pillar with a rounded

top. There is reason to believe, that at Paphos, images of

the conical stone were made and sold as largely as were

effigies of Diana of the Ephesians at Ephesus."

Again we read in the same Author, " Medals and

engraved stones demonstrate that the hieratic prescriptions

required that all those hills which were consecrated to

1 History, book ii., c. 3.
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Jupiter should be represented in a conical form. At Sycione,

Jupiter was adored under the form of a pyramid."

Again, — "The cone was one of the symbols peculiar to

many of the gnostic sects. It had sometimes a funereal

sense. A cone in the possession of Mons. Lajard, and

which was found at Aleppo, proves that in the first centuries

of our era the conical form was als^ftmployed for Christian

monuments, since the one in question has engraved upon

it the bust of Christ, with the letters X P I C T 0 Y. Below

the bust there is a fish.

Both the cone and the phallus had the double sense of

life and death. The Divinity represented by the cone was

androgynous ; and the Author gives a plate of the individual

whom he supposes to be Venus, of which I have attempted

to make a copy. In different other medals of which he gives

us examples, the Goddess is represented as a Hermes, some

times as standing on a square stone. The union of ideas

about the cone, the square, and the pillar are seen in the

pyramids and obelisks, and the frequency with which altars

were made conical, square, cylindrical, or with an union of

all these forms. The cone was essentially a female emblem.

The pillar was a male sign. The square, or the four-sided

cone, was the emblem of the union of the sexes.

Lajard also adds, that " Monsieus Creuzer found amongst

the ruins of Carthage a large conical stone, which he con

sidered to be a representation of the female Venus." He

also mentions many smaller cones which he had found in

Greece, some of them bearing the name Aphrodite. In
Gozo a conical monumental stone was found in one of the

niches of the ruins of a temple which had been sacred to

Astarte. Many other small cones have been found that

have evidently been worn in personal ornamentation, or as

charms, and these have usually been engraved with doves

or other mystic devices. It must be noted that Lajard
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8

is speaking of the androgynous Venus, the Celestial mother

from whom all creation was supposed to emerge, not the

Grecian Goddess of desire.

On returning to one of the ideas — that of strength, or

height, or both combined — which the Baetuli involved, we

may ask if the stone was the only form
*
it took ? Surely,

other emblems might* be adopted to illustrate the same

notion. They were so ; and the stump of any tree, especially

the oak, and the growing pine and palm trees, were almost

equally sacred with the pillar. One of the ancient Hebrew

names for the oak was j™, Elah ; <»*, Alah ; and fl'¥,

Elon ; the second of which, i. e. Alah, is one of the names

of the Creator, and the original of the Allah of the Mahome

tans. When we recognise the fact, that the emblem was

intended to represent length and strength, we can readily

understand that the human thumb or finger, standing alone,

might typify the same notion. Such was in reality the case ;

and these became, with the palm and pine tree, symbolic of

the same thing. In Drogheda, there exists in one part a

tall pillar tower, and in another a pointed rock, whose name

is " The Lady's Finger." Both seem to have a similar

meaning, and represent the Creator in the same form as that

under which Hindoos worship him, i. e. as Mahadeva.

The varied forms in which the pillar idea has developed

itself is very curious. A broken column is to this day an

emblem of the death of a warrior or other conspicuous man.

The ancient altars were of pillar form ; sometimes cylindrical,

sometimes four-sided, and sometimes triangular, as we have

already noticed. Solomon adorned the two pillars, Jachin

and Boaz, which he placed in the porch of his temple (see

1 Kings vii. 19-21), with abundance of lilies and pome

granates, whose mystic significance is well known to the

curious ; and the Christian hermits, of whom Simeon

Stylites was a very conspicuous example, thought that a
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9

dwelling upon and prayers offered from the summit of a

pillar were pre-eminently proper. In this we see reproduced

the notion current at the Temple of Surya, at Hierapolis,

and thus set forth by Lucian. After describing the temple,

&c., he says,
" Moreover, we see in the vestibule two

enormous phalli, thirty fathoms high, with this inscription—
" These Phalli have been raised by me, Bacchus, in honour

of Juno, my mother-in-law." After describing two other

sacred images, conspicuous for their Priapic size, and

sundry other things, he continues — "All those who raise

phalli to Bacchus place upon their top wooden men (a

custom still to be seen in many an ancient Hindoo temple)
— why, I cannot tell, unless it be to imitate the man

who ascends. And this is how the latter manages : — He

passes a thick chain round the phallus and his own body ;

then he mounts by means of little bits of wood which stick

out, large enough for him to stand upon ; as he rises, he

takes up the chain with him. . . . Having arrived at the top,

he lets down another chain which he carries with him, and

by its means he draws to himself everything which he

requires — wood, clothes, utensils, &c. With these he

arranges a dwelling, a sort of nest, in which he sits during

the seven days he sojourns there. The crowd which arrives

bring him gold, silver, or copper, and place these offerings

before him, and then retire, leaving their names. Another

priest is present who shouts these names, and when the

top man hears them he offers a prayer for them. While

praying, he strikes upon a brazen instrument, which makes

a loud and discordant noise. The man does not sleep. . . .

The reason of the ascent is, that the people are persuaded

that the man, from this elevated spot, converses witn^the

Gods, and asks from them the prosperity of all Syria, and

that they hear his prayer, seeing that he is so near."

There is strong reason to believe that the "
high places,"
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of which the Jews built so many whereon to offer incense,

&c., were simple pillars, resembling in some respects the

Lingams of Hindostan, and the round towers in Ireland.

The abundant use of pillars in sacred edifices seems to

have preceded, for a long period, their use as ordinary archi

tectural contrivances to economise space, or to increase

elegance of design.

We have seen that the pillar was considered as a sort of

embodiment of the Almighty in remote antiquity. There was

also the expression "God is my witness," just as we have at

the present day "So help me God." We have also frequent

examples, amongst the criminal classes, of an expression

equivalent to "As I now stand in the presence of the

Almighty," as the sort of affirmation or oath to which they

attribute the greatest sanctity. We shall be prepared, then,

to find that the pillar was in ancient times used to represent

the Great Judge as if present. In default of any other

antique repository of ancient customs, let us turn to the Old

Scripture writings, and glean from them the uses that pillars

were put to. We find Jacob erecting one, n??'?, mazebeth,

as a memorial of his dream, and a second one as a memorial

of his wife Kachel. He also erects a pillar and a heap, as a

witness of a compact, a sort of terminus, beyond which the

contracting parties would not pass. Compare this with the

Roman Terminus, or Hermes.

We then come upon two prohibitions, to the effect that

the Israelites should not set up any standing pillar,

mazebah, or figured stone (Levit. xxvi. I),2 as it,

mazebah, was hateful to the Lord (Deut. xvi. 22) ; but it is

clear that the pillars meant in the prohibition were unmis-

takeable phallic emblems, else we should not find Moses

2 This verse is thus rendered in the Vulgate:— "Non facietis vobis idolum et

sculptile, nee titulw erigetis, nee iiixignem lapidem ponetis in terra vestra, ut
adoretis cum."
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himself building an altar and twelve pillars, i1?;?1?, mazebah

(Exod. xxiv. 4) ;
3 nor should we have had the pillar of fire

and cloud as the visible form assumed by the Almighty.

Farther on (Deut. vii. 5),4 it is clear that the Phoenicians

or Canaanites used pillars in worship, for the Israelites were

told to destroy them, with the groves and graven images,

when they entered the Promised Land.

Joshua sets up twelve stones, ^'^N, abnim, in Gilgal,

as soon as he enters Canaan, as a memorial ; and the

departing tribes set up what is called an altar, or a memo

rial ; while in after times, Absolom rears up a pillar, n?*?,

mazebeth, for a remembrance of himself, as he had no child

(2 Sam. xviii. 18). Of the two pillars of Solomon, I need

not speak again ; but pass on to the time when Josiah was

crowned, and where we find him standing by a pillar, "HBJ?,

amvd, as the manner was (2 Kings xi. 14).

From this it is abundantly clear that some pillars, then

as now, were used as memorials of some important event, or

of some departed man or woman, just as we erect columns to

Nelson, Wellington, and others, or raise tombstones in all

forms over our dead. It is equally clear that others had a

phallic significance, which did not, however, in the smallest

degree, prevent them being looked upon as divine emblems.

Any one familiar with the sacred writings cannot fail to be

struck with the veneration with which the grove was regarded

by some, and the enthusiasm with which it was destroyed by

others. The Hebrew word for that translated grove is 1~1'}?'*?.,

asherah. This word has a number of relations — ash, asher,

asha, ashua — and we have some cognomens compounded

3 In the Vulgate this verse runs thus : — ••Scripsit autem Moyses universes

sermones Domini : et mane consurgens cediticavit altare ad radioes muni is. et

duodecim tituloK per duodecim tribus Israel."
* In the Vulgate this verse runs thus: — " Quin potius hac facietis eis: Araa

eorum subvertite, et confringite statiias, HiSO, inaxebot/i, lucoscIue snccidite, et

gculptilia comburitc."
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from it
,

as Ashbel and Ashban. The significations are "
heat,

fire, man, woman, being, pillar." Leaving philology here, I

will copy the account which Furst's Lexicon gives of Asherah.

He says,
" The name is that of a Phoenician Goddess, who is

sometimes identified with the Sidonian Astarte, and who

stands beside '??, Baal. In usage, the word denotes — (1)

the idol of this female deity consisting o
f a pillar, and it is

identical with the image pillars of Ashera. (2) The female

deity of the Tyrians, whose worship Jezebel introduced into

Israel. (3) The image pillar of this Goddess, in whom a

plurality of forces were united. The images of Ashera were

upright wooden pillars, or stems of trees, whose tops and

boughs were cut off, and which were worshipped as symbols

of the Phoenician Nature-God, partly as the numcn itself.

The word is usually derived from "^, asher, " the Goddess

of good fortune;" but considering that ashua denotes a pillar,
and TB'N, ashar, signifies "to be erect," it appears to be more

correct to explain ashera as " the spouse or husband," and

cognate to the Phoenician I?**, asar, equivalent to Osiris." I
may add that n^, ashah, signifies "to be firm," and "to be

firmly fitted together," a word which in itself unites the idea

of an androgynous deity, and that intimate connexion between

the sexes which produces a new being.

That the pillar stone was at the same time a phallic

emblem, and the representation of the Creator, none can

doubt, whose knowledge of ancient ways of thinking is great,

and whose modern reading is extensive. In many a Hindoo

temple, whose "adyta" are open to British though not to

native eyes, a rude stone of curious shape represents the

God. I cannot now lay my hand upon a narrative which I

lately read, telling of the wink or leer with which the officiating

priest of some temple in India pointed out the nature of the

object worshipped, and of his request that the visitors would

not tell the worshippers ; but it recalled the lines of Moore —
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