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A Lost Talisman: WB Yeats and the Celtic Order Explorations 
 

In the Yeats exhibition at the National Library of Ireland there is a display of some regalia and other 

items related to his membership of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. Among those items is 

small painted card object which has been labelled a “pantacle”.  

 
 

A pentacle (also referred to as a pantacle or paten) is one of four items placed on the altar during 

certain ritual or magical operations in the tradition that Yeats followed, and it relates in the four 

element system to earth.  The other three elements being: a sword (or a dagger) corresponding to 

air, a wand to fire, and a chalice or cup to water.  

 

At first glance the pentacle is painted with a four-part design: four circles with different coloured 

backgrounds and one object in each; perhaps these refer to the traditional four elements of the 

Western Mystery Tradition: earth, air, fire and water. But the divisions and colours are atypical. And 

the objects are also different being a cube, spear, sword and cauldron rather than wand, cup, dagger 

and paten. 

 

Yeats wrote that sometime in the mid 1890s he had “planned a mystical order…and for ten years to 

come, my most  impassioned thought was a vain attempt to find philosophy and to create ritual for 

that Order.” He enlisted many of his friends, including AE (George Russell), Maud Gonne, Samuel 

MacGregor Mathers and his wife Moina, and a number of his friends in the occult order the Golden 

Dawn to help him contact the deities and heroes of ancient Ireland. 

 

The first sign that the pentacle possibly relates to an Irish/Celtic operation is the nature of the items 

depicted within the coloured roundels. From the extant literature concerning ancient Ireland, in 

particular the text known as the Leabhar Gabhála na hÉireann or Book of Invasions, we are informed 
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that a group of powerful beings came into Ireland in ancient times. They were the legendary Tuatha 

Dé Danann. The Tuatha came from four islands, each of which had a city. They brought with them 

four powerful objects, known as the Jewels or Treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann 

 

The Treasures or Jewels were:  

The Lia Fáil or Stone of Destiny which came from the city of Falias. 

The Spear of Lugh from the city of Gorias. 

The Sword of Light  from the city of Fin(d)ias. 

Lastly, the Coire Ansic, or Cauldron which came from Murias. 

 

According to the Leabhar Gabhala Eireann  

“There were four wizards in those four cities. Morfesa was in Falias; Esras was in Gorias; Uiscias was 

in Findias; Semias was in Murias. Those are the four poets from whom the Túatha Dé learned occult 

lore and secret knowledge. ” 

 

In each of the four roundels of the pentacle the objects surrounded by lettering. At first glance it 

appears to be a form of Scandinavian Runic, for example,  which is Ansuz or A in the Elder Futhark, 

but some of the letters do not appear in any known Runic script. Neither do they conform to the 

strokes used in the various Ogham scripts, nor any of the occult scripts used by the Golden Dawn.  

 

Having assumed the objects as being the Four Treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann, it is likely that the 

letters (assuming they were not in cipher) might refer to the names of the treasures.  

If we take a close look at the image of the spear we see two words; and assuming that the item 

depicted is the  spear of Lugh, then the words presumably refer to things connected with it, such as 

the city and the druid, which in this case are Gorias and Esras. The terminal letter in each word is 

identical, so if we ascribe it to “S” the lettering would read as follows:   

 

                  
   

The final two letters on each word are A and S, so if we look at the roundel with the cauldron the 

terminal two letters are also the same. According to the lore these would be Murias and Semias, 

here spelt “Semeas” by Yeats. So the lettering on the Cauldron is now readable as: 

 

            
                                   

The cubical stone, the Lia Fáil gives us some more letters:  the “F” in Falias and Morfeasa, here spelt 

Morfesae.  
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The Sword or Cliaimh Solais city of origin is spelt FINDRIAS, and USCEAS with an E rather than an i.  

             
In the centre of pentacle is a cross with points to the four treasures. In the centre are the letters  

 

 
                                                                                         

Lugh was one of the greatest of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Child of two enemy peoples, his father was 

Cian of the Tuatha, his mother was Eithnu, daughter of the king of the Fomorians. According to one 

version of the legends, Lugh is the real father of Cuchulainn, he is a multi-skilled, mercurial figure, a 

great craftsman and warrior.  

The lettering going anti-clockwise between the small roundels is E I R E.  

 

 
 

Thus the pentacle represents the land of Ireland with its the four treasures, four druid/poets and the 

four cities of origin; and in the centre, the mercurial/solar figure of Lugh. 

 

The lettering is Yeats’s own invention, drawing on the appearance of Runic and other linear scripts.  

It was probably devised by Yeats to avoid using the Irish Uncial of the early Christian monks and 

scribes, which would not look particularly archaic to anyone familiar with written and printed 19th 

century Irish, as a close derivation of uncial was used as the official modern script of the Irish 

language. The colour symbolism is also one devised by Yeats, used in his Evocation of the Cromlecs: 

his own invented board game echoing the Enochian chess of the Golden Dawn.  

It seems beyond doubt that mislabelled and overlooked item is Talisman B, the one used by Yeats 

with George Pollexfen and Maud Gonne and possibly other members of the Golden Dawn. 

 

Among Yeats’s papers in the National Library of Ireland are descriptions of the methods used to try 

to contact the Tuatha Dé Danann. Yeats describes using a talisman in a number of sessions 

undertaken at the Sligo home of his uncle and magical Frater, George Pollexfen in December 1898 

and January 1899. In the city of Falias Pollexfen saw “a skeleton of gold with teeth of diamonds and 

eyes of some unknown and dim precious stone1.” They also visited Murias where Yeats saw the 

fallen figure of man sleeping upright against a standing stone. A beautiful woman emerged from the 

mist and laid the soul of the man down into a boat which sailed to an island of apple trees. A short 

time after Yeats used the same talisman with Maud Gonne who, when using it, saw a vision of four 

druids and was told by them that Yeats had “received the initiation of the cauldron”. This had 

occurred two years earlier when they had seen a vision of a druid together, who “she now saw was 

the druid of Murias, on the mountain & was told to bath in the greenfire & that she had since 

received & I partly received the initiation of the stone. The powers of the wand were hovering about 

me because of my work. The initiation of the cauldron or of the cup is a purification, that of the 

 
1 Yeats Papers, National Library of Ireland 



 

Page 4 of 4 
 

stone power (AE says vision) that of the sword knowledge & subtlety & that of the wands a 

supernatural inspiration.2” The vision continued with Maud Gonne being given other symbols and 

association of direction, colours and talismans. 

 

Also in the papers are the records of the sessions he undertook in England with a small group of 

friends and fellow adepts of the Golden Dawn, including Florence Farr and Edmund and Dorothea 

Hunter, the latter being a family connection through the Butlers. A talisman was also used in these 

sessions and it may be the same one.  

 

Conclusion 

What happened to the Yeats and Celtic Order? After all the work, the explorations and 

consultations, the visions and quests for the forms of the ancient Irish gods?  

The Golden Dawn came apart in 1901, and some of his most supportive friends from the 

explorations, like the Hunters left it behind completely. Florence Farr also left the Golden Dawn and 

continued with her own path in the Egyptian Mysteries and the Sphere Group.  

Though continuing in the Golden Dawn tradition with the Stella Matutina, Yeats’ later magical 

interests became much less specifically nationalistic. His work on an Irish order, deriving from Irish 

mythology and archetypes appears to have lost momentum almost completely by 1908.  

His closest companion, Maud Gonne, left the magical world behind for political life. She married a 

man he disliked, who was executed by the British for his part in the 1916 Easter Rising. But she did at 

times continue to research the Irish gods and wrote to Yeats several times; she also involved others 

in her work.  In 1902 Maud wrote to him enclosing a letter from a relative of hers. It is clear from the 

letter that she had been working with her cousin on colour correspondences for the Celtic system, 

relating the colours black and gold to the Fomorians and Fir Bolgs. She is at pains to assert that her 

cousin May knows nothing of any system but her colours correspond almost exactly to those 

brought through by Maud, and she tells Yeats to “keep May’s letter, it will prove that we took no 

other system but that the Celtic Gods sent us”.  

 

The later relationship between Yeats and Maud Gonne was overshadowed almost entirely by their 

political positions. She, adhering to the pure Republicanism of a united and totally independent 

Ireland, he supporting the Irish Free State, with partition and all its compromises, becoming a 

Senator in 1922. He did try to help her when her son, Sean MacBride, was arrested and detained on 

suspicion of being involved in the murder of Kevin O’Higgins, Minister for Justice, in 1927. In 1928 He 

also wrote to tell her that Moina Mathers had died. 

 

A poignant meeting took place between Yeats and Gonne in Rathfarnham, Co. Dublin in 1938. She, 

at his invitation, went for tea with her 73 year old friend, almost blind and in poor health. As she was 

was leaving he said to her “Maud, we should have gone on with our Castle of the Heroes, we might 

still do it”. She was so surprised that she could not reply. That was to be their last meeting. Yeats 

died in France in 1939.  
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