
66 arthuriana

arthuriana 29.3 (2019)

the 2018 loomises lecture

The Evolving Iconography of the 
Tristan Legend from the Middle Ages 
to the Present, with Special Emphasis 

on the Arthurian Revival in British Art
joan tasker grimbert

In this essay, I explore how the iconography of the legend of Tristan 
and Iseult evolved through the ages, noting how each epoch favored a 
specific episode that seemed to emblemize the lovers’ plight. Although 
I consider various cultural influences, I emphasize the particular works 
(mostly literary) from which artists, musicians, and filmmakers appear 
to have drawn their primary inspiration. (JTG)

The legend of Tristan and Iseult has had a long and remarkable history.1 
Originating apparently as an oral tale to which the troubadours allude as 

early as the eleventh century, it is preserved in fragments of narrative poems in 
Anglo-Norman, Middle High German, Middle English, and Old Norse dating 
back to the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. It was transformed 
decisively in the thirteenth century when it merged with the legend of King 
Arthur in the French prose Tristan, a work which then spawned variations in 
Italian and Spanish.  The prose Tristan was later preserved in abbreviated form 
in late fifteenth-century printed editions and—quite differently—in the vast 
middle section of Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte Darthur.  After experiencing a 
lull in the early modern period, the legend was again revived in the nineteenth 
century with the appearance of new editions of Malory’s work and inaugural 
editions of the medieval verse romances, which inspired contemporary poets 
and artists. In the later decades of that century, Richard Wagner’s opera, 
Tristan und Isolde, left its powerful imprint on poets, artists, and eventually 
filmmakers, and, in the early twentieth century, Joseph Bédier’s Roman de 
Tristan et Iseut likewise influenced primarily book illustrators and filmmakers.  
If the legend has never failed to fascinate, the source of its appeal has varied 
through the ages. Its evolving reception is indicated most strikingly by the 
images that each epoch has considered iconic, that is, the ones that artists 
favored as most emblematic to convey the legend’s peculiar power to their 
contemporaries. 
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The present essay originated as the third lecture in a series honoring 
Roger Sherman Loomis and his three wives, all medieval scholars.2  In 1913, 
Gertrude Schoepperle Loomis published her remarkable study of the sources 
of the Tristan legend, and in 1938, Roger Sherman Loomis and Laura Hibbard 
Loomis distinguished themselves as pioneers in the study of Arthurian art 
with the publication of Arthurian Legends in Medieval Art.3 This remarkable 
volume, which covers the subject up to 1500 and includes 420 illustrations 
of artifacts and manuscript illuminations, is the indispensable foundation on 
which all subsequent studies of Arthurian art have been built.4

The title of this essay indicates my initial impulse to offer an overview of 
the iconography of a legend that clearly struck the Loomises’ fancy, as well 
as my eventual decision to focus on the Arthurian Revival in nineteenth-
century England, a period that is intriguing for the complex way it received 
and passed on the legend. While I do not entirely neglect the Middle Ages 
and the twentieth century, I discuss the iconic imagery of those periods less 
extensively.

the high middle ages
The Tristan iconography of this period was inspired primarily by the verse 
romances in Anglo-Norman by Beroul and Thomas of Britain and those in 
Middle High German by Gottfried von Straßburg and Eilhart von Oberge.5  
In this period, as Stephanie Van d’Elden confirms in her recent book, Tristan 
and Isolde: Medieval Illustrations of the Verse Romances, the tryst in the orchard 
is by far the episode most represented in medieval secular art and the one that 
comes to emblemize the Tristan legend and its conflict between the demands 
of love and those of society.6  In the representative image depicted on an ivory 
mirror case [figure 1], Tristan and Iseult, who have arranged to meet secretly 
in the orchard, stand on either side of a tree in which King Mark is hidden.

Tristan holds a falcon and Iseult holds a lapdog, symbolizing, respectively, 
hunting and fidelity. They see Mark’s face reflected in the water below 
and fashion their dialogue so as to deceive him into thinking they have 

figure 1. orchard tryst 
[ivory mirror case, 14th c., 

france or italy, musée de 
cluny, paris]
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been unfairly maligned by their enemies. This episode is most engagingly 
developed at the beginning of the extant fragment of Beroul’s romance.7 
Michael Curschmann, among others, has explained the popularity of the 
tryst image as, in part, a result of the easy adaptation of the Fall of Man 
iconography in which Adam and Eve stand under the Tree of Knowledge as 
they contemplate disobeying God’s stern commandment not to partake of 
that tree’s fruit [figure 2].8 

However, Van d’Elden suspects that ‘the tripartite trysting iconography 
developed simultaneously with courtly lovers iconography that often included 
a tree, typically with a knight bearing a falcon and a lady with a lapdog, or 
lovers seated with a chess board between them’ [figure 3].9 Curschmann states 
that the parallel existence of these religious and secular traditions ‘adds a 
measure of titillating ambiguity to the whole scene.’10 

This parallelism would also explain why the tryst episode appears on such 
an astonishing variety of artifacts both profane and religious: ivory caskets 
and mirror cases, combs, a hair parter, writing tablet cases, wooden chairs, 
tapestries, embroideries, a tablecloth, an enameled goblet base, corbels, 
misericords, a Book of Hours, and wall paintings.  Over fifty objets d’art (not 
including manuscript illuminations) have been preserved, but many more 
have undoubtedly been lost.11  

Naturally, the tryst in the orchard, though indisputably the most iconic—or 
emblematic—image, was not the only scene that attracted medieval artists.  
Among the most popular episodes were those considered essential for retelling 
the Tristan legend, and they were thus necessarily included as components 
in narrative sequences, such as wall paintings, tapestries, and manuscripts.12 
These scenes included: (1) Tristan’s combat to defend Cornwall against the 

figure 2. genesis: adam 
and eve at a tree where 

danger lurks[14th c. 
marble bas-relief, orvieto 

cathedral, italy]

figure 3. lovers’ tryst 
presided over by god 
of love [14th c. ivory 

mirror case, victoria & 
albert museum, london]
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Irish champion, the Morholt [figure 4]; (2) the discovery by Iseult and her 
mother of the nick in Tristan’s sword, identifying him as the Morholt’s killer 
[figure 5]; (3) Tristan’s slaying of the dragon ravaging Ireland [figure 6], which 
wins him the right to take Iseult back to Cornwall to be Mark’s bride; (4) the 
scene on the boat in which Tristan and Iseult mistakenly consume the potion 
[figure 7]; and (5) the moment when Mark, discovering the exiled lovers asleep 
in the forest clothed and separated by a naked sword, deems them innocent 
[figure 8]. Finally, there is (6) the death scene, which was sometimes, but 
not always, included in these narrative sequences, for they were frequently 
celebratory rather than tragic in tone [figure 9].

figure 4. ‘tristan combating 
morholt,’ cologne, 

stadtarchiv ms w* kl f. 88

figure 7. ‘tristan and iseult 
drink the love potion,’ 

cologne, stadtarchiv ms w* 
kl f. 88

figures 5 and 6. ‘tristan identified as morholt’s killer’ 
(left) and ‘tristan slays dragon’ (right), british library, 

ms. additional 11619
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the later middle ages
While the imagery of the High Middle Ages reflected the earliest French 
and German Tristan poems, that of the later Middle Ages was dictated by 
the prose narratives. Beginning in the thirteenth century, the prose Tristan 
served as the main source for this inspiration. Over eighty extant manuscripts 
contain this voluminous and extraordinarily popular work in which the 
exiled hero becomes a knight errant and, by virtue of his prowess, is soon 
welcomed into the fellowship of the Round Table.13 Moreover, Tristan’s close 
friendship with Lancelot inevitably suggests a parallel between the passion 
these exemplary knights feel for their liege lords’ beautiful wives, Yseult and 
Guenevere, respectively.  

Since a large number of the prose Tristan manuscripts are illuminated, 
the Loomises included many images from them in their pioneering volume.  
Although an analysis of these images is beyond the scope of the present 
study,14 there are some important points to consider for understanding how 
the continuing popularity of the prose Tristan—and the availability of one 
particular version—was to affect the legend’s depiction in the nineteenth 
century. For, naturally, as the textual sources of inspiration changed, the 
popularity of most of the images discussed previously, including the tryst 
scene, waned. Only the potion scene remained in vogue, while the lovers’ 
death began to receive a much greater emphasis, as we shall see.15  

Indeed, the link between love and death, which was introduced in 
the Tristan verse romances but which was not highlighted in medieval 

figure 8. ‘mark discovers the lovers asleep,’ munich, 
bayerische staatsbibliothek ms cgm 51

figure 9. ‘the lovers’ 
coffins,’ cologne, stadarchiv 

ms w* kl f. 88
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iconography, became much more pronounced in the prose Tristan. This is 
because Tristan and Yseult both become the objects of great passion not just 
for each other—as is the case in the poems—but also for the tormented souls 
who nurture an unrequited love for them and are driven to attempt suicide, 
some successfully.16 Even Tristan and Yseult themselves consider ending their 
lives when each believes the other has either died or been unfaithful.17

Moreover, in all but one extant manuscript of the prose Tristan (BnF.
fr.103, discussed below), the traditional ending, which focuses on Tristan’s 
relationship with his jealous and vengeful wife, Iseult of the White Hands, 
is replaced with one instead underscoring his fraught relationship with his 
uncle Mark, who, in the prose Tristan, becomes a truly villainous figure—
acting in stark contrast to King Arthur.18 In all the verse romances, Tristan 
dies when his wife lies to him about the color of the sail on the boat bringing 
Queen Isolt to Brittany to heal his mortal wounds. When she tells him the 
sail is black, not white, Tristan, believing that his beloved has abandoned 
him, immediately expires, as does the Queen upon her arrival.19 In the prose 
Tristan (and in Malory), however, the lovers’ death occurs not in Brittany 
but in Cornwall. Tristan has returned there and is harping to Yseult when 
King Mark treacherously stabs him in the back. 

The manuscript known as BnF.fr.103 is the only extant prose Tristan 
manuscript that preserves the traditional ending, although the lovers do end 
up in Cornwall after their death, since Tristan had prepared letters to be sent 
to Marc explaining his betrayal.20 The single illustration that this manuscript 
contains makes an explicit link between the drinking of the potion and the 
lovers’ death [figure 10]. This large miniature, placed prominently at the 

figure 10. arrival of the 
lovers’ coffins in cornwall 
(top); consumption of love 

potion (bottom), prose 
tristan [bnf.fr.103, sole 

illustration]
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beginning of the manuscript, strikingly juxtaposes two scenes set in boats 
sharing the same sea: in the bottom right we see Brangain handing Tristan and 
Yseult the love potion in a ship leaving Ireland sporting a white sail. In the top 
left, the lovers’ coffins arrive in Cornwall on a ship displaying a black sail. 21

the early modern period
BnF.fr.103, which dates from the late fifteenth century, contains a much-

condensed version of the prose Tristan.22 It proved very useful to those who, 
following a fifteenth-century trend, sought to retell the legend concisely.23 
In 1489, the Parisian printer Anthoine Vérard apparently used a manuscript 
that is now lost but was closely related to Ms. 103 for his one-volume editio 
princeps of his Tristan and its three subsequent editions.24 Vérard’s Tristan 
was used by other printers, as well as by adapters like Jean Maugin, whose 
Nouveau Tristan first appeared in 1554.25 It also forms the basis for the Tristan 
de Léonais by the Comte de Tressan, who adapted the old story to the tastes 
of his eighteenth-century contemporaries.26  The single illustration included 
in this text shows the lovers, in elegant eighteenth-century dress, about to 
consume the love potion [figure 11].

the early nineteenth century
The story of Tristan and Iseult experienced an enthusiastic revival in the 
nineteenth century, but it led artists to represent the legend in very different 
ways from their medieval counterparts, largely because of the texts that were 
then circulating.27 The importance to artists of Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte 
Darthur, first published by William Caxton in 1485 and re-edited several times 
in the nineteenth century, can hardly be underestimated. Robert Southey 
produced a deluxe, unexpurgated edition in 1817, but cheaper editions based 

figure 11. potion scene 
[tristan de léonais, vol. 7, 

œuvres choisies du comte de 
tressan, avec figures, 1788]
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on William Stansby’s 1634 bowdlerized and corrupt version had long made 
Malory accessible to a much larger public and continued to do so.28 

Malory saw Trystram primarily as an exemplary knight. He placed his 
long account of Trystram’s early life and subsequent adventures at the very 
center of his work and gave it a triumphant conclusion. At the same time—
inevitably—he relegated the love story to secondary status and even kept his 
readers waiting to learn of Trystram and Isoud’s ignominious end. The three 
references to the lovers’ deaths, all recorded later and only indirectly—appear 
designed essentially to recall Mark’s egregious treachery.29 

Thus, in order to learn and fully appreciate the poignant story of the 
Cornish lovers, nineteenth-century readers had to depend on texts other than 
Vérard’s printed Tristans and the expurgated or complete Malorys.  In 1804, 
Sir Walter Scott published his scholarly edition of Sir Tristrem, an anonymous 
thirteenth-century Middle English poem that he erroneously attributed to 
Thomas of Erceldoune.30 The poem is related to Thomas of Britain’s Roman de 
Tristran, but it expands the hero’s activities as a hunter and combatant—and 
a killer of giants.31 Because the sole manuscript was missing some leaves at 
the end, Scott composed an ending based on a fragment of Thomas’s poem 
preserved in a manuscript in Francis Douce’s library (the famous ‘Douce 
fragment’ that is the basis for all modern editions of Thomas’ poem).32 
Christine Poulson notes that Scott’s Sir Tristrem inspired the first known 
artwork of the nineteenth century to acknowledge a medieval Arthurian 
source. In 1839, Ronald McIan exhibited a painting at the Royal Academy of 
British Artists titled Mark, King of Cornwall and his Retinue, Conducted by the 
Dwarf, Finds Queen Ysoude and Tristram Sleeping in a Cave, Being Fatigued 
with the Chase: vide Thomas of Ercildonne. The long, explanatory title shows 
how little knowledge of the legend McIan could confidently assume on the 
part of his public.33 It is certainly a key episode of the story, and one that was 
frequently depicted in medieval art, as noted above.

Scott’s edition of Sir Tristrem was not widely read when it first appeared, no 
doubt because the poem is composed in a difficult, northern English dialect. 
On the other hand, John Colin Dunlop’s History of Fiction, first published 
in 1814, was reprinted several times and eventually retitled The History of 
Prose Fiction.34 It included a summary of the prose Tristan, based on the 
abbreviated version of that work preserved in Vérard’s Tristan. Dunlop also 
drew on Tressan’s eighteenth-century adaptation. Thus, Dunlop’s summary, 
like Scott’s Sir Tristrem—and unlike Malory’s Morte Darthur—emphasized 
the love story and featured the ending found in the medieval Tristan poems. 
Dunlop’s synopsis of the prose Tristan came to be the most popular alternative 
to Scott’s Sir Tristrem until Francisque Michel edited the fragments of 
the Anglo-Norman poems by Beroul and Thomas in 1835.35 Those whose 
knowledge of French did not extend to Anglo-Norman could consult a 
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brief prose summary of the same poems that the antiquarian Théodore de la 
Villemarqué published in the Revue de Paris in 1841 or Alfred Delvau’s 1859 
adaptation of Tressan’s version in the Nouvelle bibliothèque bleue.36

Despite the availability of these works, however, Malory’s vision of Trystram 
as an exemplary knight predominated in the first half of the nineteenth 
century. Malory was not much concerned about the issue of adultery in 
the case of either Launcelot or Trystram; indeed, he presented Arthur as a 
sovereign who felt strongly that loyalty to the fellowship of the Round Table 
was primordial.37 However, some modern readers, including Southey, were 
shocked and disgusted by what they themselves perceived as the glorification 
of adulterous love and excessive violence.  

Still, there was a concerted movement in early nineteenth-century England 
to use King Arthur as a national hero and his knights as models of moral 
conduct for all men, including boys.38 In that climate, artists sought images 
that emphasized courtly behavior. When Prince Albert commissioned William 
Dyce to paint frescoes based on Malory for the Robing Room of the new 
Palace of Westminster, Dyce found a way to avoid the unpalatable aspects of 
the Arthurian legend by proposing to depict those adventures of Arthur and 
his knights that best exemplified moral qualities.39 The qualities Dyce chose 
were hospitality, generosity, mercy, and religion, and, when he considered 
which of those Trystram’s life could safely evoke, he opted for Hospitality: The 
Admission of Sir Tristram to the Fellowship of the Round Table (1864) [figure 12] 
and Courtesy: Sir Tristram Harping to La Belle Isoud (1852) [figure 13]. The latter 

figure 12. ‘hospitality: the 
admission of sir tristram to the 
fellowship of the round table’ 

[fresco, william dyce, westminster 
robing room, 1864]

figure 13. ‘sir tristram harping to 
la belle isoud’ [fresco, william dyce, 

westminster robing room, 1852]



75evolving iconography

episode would become quite popular with artists and book illustrators.  James 
Eckford Lauder, for instance, chose it for the painting he exhibited at the 
Royal Academy in 1856: Sir Tristram Teaching La Beale Isoud to Play the Harp.40

This episode resonates in two ways: it underscores Trystram’s courtly skill 
as a musician and it reminds us that Malory emphasizes the fact that the love 
between Trystram and Isoude was sparked more by shared affinities than by 
a magic potion. Malory takes great care to trace the steady progress of their 
love from the time that Isoude heals Trystram and he teaches her to harp, 
through her support of him when he combats Palomydes, and finally to his 
return to Ireland after defending her father. Thus, their mutual attraction is 
firmly established even before they consume the potion.41 A magic potion 
was too easily equated with a witch’s brew; even Dunlop thought the idea of 
a potion-induced love was a regrettable aspect of the legend in that it made 
the lovers’ ardent fidelity seem less remarkable.42 And that fidelity was what 
Malory appreciated most in the love that bound Trystram and Isoude, as well 
as in that of Launcelot and Guenevere.

If, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the preeminent source regarding 
Arthur was Malory, the major interpreter of the legend soon became Alfred, 
Lord Tennyson. In his Idylls of the King, published in segments between 1859 
and 1885, England’s Poet Laureate presented Arthur as an ideal figure unsullied 
by references to his illegitimate birth or the incest that had produced Mordred.  
In order to make his selective reading of Malory cohere, Tennyson placed 
the blame for the destruction of the Round Table squarely on Guenevere 
and Vivien (Nimué). Tennyson’s horror of adultery only increased through 
the years, and when, in 1872, he finally treated the Tristan legend (in The 
Last Tournament), he presented the lovers as utterly selfish and fickle, even 
omitting the very element that might have excused them—the potion—and 
thereby ‘diminishing the great love story into an episode of sordid adultery, 
emblematic of the decline of Arthur’s ideal kingdom.’43 

However, as editions and summaries of the medieval French versions of 
the Tristan legend became more widely read, poets and artists alike stopped 
tiptoeing around the adulterous core of the story and embraced the Cornish 
lovers. The first complete, modern retelling of the legend was Matthew 
Arnold’s Tristram and Iseult, published in 1852. Arnold’s view of the lovers 
was much more compassionate than Tennyson’s, but, since his sympathy 
extended to Iseult of Brittany, whom he portrayed as an exemplary wife and 
mother of two, he was forced to modify the traditional ending by eliminating 
Breton Iseult’s deception.44

Although artists were inspired by Tennyson’s pictorial imagery, his 
moralizing interpretation of Malory—especially his harsh treatment of 
the women—offended many, particularly those associated with the Pre-
Raphaelites, who soon became disillusioned with the Poet Laureate. William 
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Morris and Edward Burne-Jones, who met at Oxford and shared a love of 
all things medieval, discovered Malory’s Morte Darthur (Southey’s edition) 
in 1855 and were totally smitten. Morris listed Malory’s work as one of the 
best fifty-four works and authors of literature, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
considered its importance second only to the Bible!45 The appreciation that 
the Pre-Raphaelite artists conceived for medieval romance soon extended to 
include medieval art, especially under the tutelage of the influential art critic 
John Ruskin, who began publishing his work Modern Painters in 1843.46 The 
Pre-Raphaelites turned their backs on the conventional neo-classical style then 
in vogue and best exemplified by Dyce’s Robing Room frescoes. In place of this 
academic mode, they adopted a style based on the glowing, jewel-like colors 
and precise lines that they found in manuscript illuminations and stained 
glass windows, as well as in the Netherlandish art of Jan van Ecyk and Hans 
Memling.47 At the same time, as Poulson points out, the Pre-Raphaelites 
rejected Dyce’s idealizing, moralizing treatment of the Arthurian legend and 
focused instead on emotion. Morris was particularly drawn to the character 
of Tristan.48

The application of this new artistic style to Tristan iconography is most 
effectively represented by the series of stained glass windows that William 
Morris’ design firm (founded in 1861) executed in 1862 for Harden Grange, 
the house of textile merchant Walter Dunlop.49 Morris proposed as theme 
‘The Romance of Tristram and Isoude,’ which he summarized in eleven 
panels from the hero’s sad birth to his tragic death.50 Joining him in this 
artistic endeavor were Rossetti, Burne-Jones, and Ford Madox Brown, as well 
as Arthur Hughes and Val Prinsep. The events he chose as ‘milestones’ (and 
the artists who designed the windows) were as follows:

• Tristram’s birth (Hughes)
• Sir Tristram defeats Sir Marhaus (Rossetti)
• Tristram and Isoude leave Ireland (Prinsep)
• Tristram and Isoude consume the love potion  (Rossetti)
• Tristram weds Isoude Whitehands (Burne-Jones)
• Tristram, mad, harps to shepherds in the woods (Burne-Jones)
• Mark thwarts Isoude’s suicide attempt (Burne-Jones)
• Tristram is recognized by the dog he gave Isoude (Morris)
• Tristram and Isoude at Arthur’s court (Morris)
• Tristram is slain by Mark as he harps to Isoude (Brown)
• Tomb of Tristram and Isoude (Burne-Jones)

(Two additional panels depict King Arthur and Lancelot, and Guenevere 
and Isoude les Blanches Mains.) The event in each panel is identified by a 
fairly lengthy caption that recalls—no doubt designedly—Malory’s prose, 
but the artists clearly drew inspiration as well from the medieval Tristan 
poems. Arnold’s poem may also have exerted an influence, since Tristram’s 
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marriage to Isoude Les Blanches Mains is depicted and she appears in another 
window with Guenevere. We should note, though, that Malory records how 
‘there grewe grete loue betwixe Isoud [Blanche Maynys] and Trystram’ such 
that ‘allmoost he hadde forsaken La Beale Isoude.’ Although he does come 
to his senses on his wedding night and never makes any other ‘chere’ than 
‘clyppynge and kyssynge,’ he is accused of treachery by both Launcelot and 
Guenevere, which drives him mad.51 

Morris’ choice of key episodes for the Harden Grange series may seem 
surprising to us, but it reveals how differently the Tristan legend was received 
in Victorian times. Gone are the iconic tryst scene in the orchard and the 
allusions to nearly all the episodes that were most popular in the Middle Ages.52 
Despite Morris’ affection for Malory, Trystram’s role as an exemplary knight 
is recalled in only a single window—representing his fight with Sir Marhaus 
[figure 14]—while, in the other windows, allusions abound to the deleterious 
effects (madness, death) of the hero’s relations with La Beale Isoude and Isoude 
Blanches Mains. The link between love and death is visually underscored, 
moreover, with both the potion scene and the lovers’ demise represented in 
very striking designs, which I examine below.  

One theme that pervades and unifies this series is the lovers’ ardent 
loyalty to each other, a quality celebrated in all versions of the legend. We are 
reminded that in many of the medieval depictions of the tryst scene, Iseult is 
seen holding a lapdog, which in the iconography of the time signified fidelity. 
This (enduring) symbolism may in part explain why Victorian artists were 
drawn to one particular episode [figure 15] that had apparently also charmed 
Malory, since he recounted it at length. It is the moment when the exiled 
hero returns to Cornwall in an unrecognizable state—either because he has 
purposely disguised himself as a marginal figure, such as a fool (as in the Old 
French poems), or because he has gone mad and lived for a time in the wild 

figure 14. ‘the fight 
between tristram and sir 
marhaus’ [stained glass, 

dante gabriel rossetti, 1862]

figure 15. ‘tristram 
recognized by the brachet’ 

[stained glass, william 
morris, 1862]
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(as in Malory).  In both cases, Iseult fails to recognize him until ‘the brachet 
which Tristram had given her’ does, a poignant scene depicted in this window 
designed by Morris.53

But which of the dogs featured in the Tristan legend is this? Malory 
specifies that it is the same ‘lytel brachet’ that the daughter of the King of 
France had sent to Trystram along with love letters revealing an unrequited 
passion from which she would die. This nameless brachet is the only dog 
Malory mentions in conjunction with Trystram, but she represents a steadfast 
loyalty because she never leaves Isoude’s side. We should note, though, that in 
the medieval verse romances, two other dogs connote fidelity. When Tristan 
is exiled from Cornwall, he apparently entrusts his beloved hunting hound 
Husdent to Iseut; it is a token of love and recognition as significant as the 
rings they exchange. It is Husdent who recognizes his master when Tristan 
returns to Cornwall disguised as a fool in the two short Old French poems 
known as the Folie Tristan d’Oxford and the Folie Tristan de Berne.54 Moreover, 
the anonymous poet who composed Sir Tristrem recognized the strength of 
the bond between the hero and his dog when he added an inventive detail 
to the potion scene: after Tristrem and Ysonde consume the potion, Hodain 
eagerly licks the cup, thus ensuring his lifelong devotion!55 The same poet 
mentions another dog featured in the medieval French and German poems, a 
kind of multicolored, sorrow-dispelling welp (puppy) named Peticrewe. The 
King of Wales gives it to Tristrem as a reward for defeating his enemy, the 
giant Urgan. Tristram, in turn sends it to Ysonde, who cherishes it.56 When 
Tristrem and Isonde flee to the woods to escape King Mark’s wrath, both 
Hodain and Peticrewe accompany them. In Eilhart’s Tristrant, the hero tells 
his brother-in-law, Kehenis, that if his wife Isalde remains a virgin, it is because 
he is passionately in love with a woman who, out of affection for him, treats 
her dog with more tenderness than his wife ever has. To prove this assertion, 
he takes Kehenis to Cornwall to witness a procession in which the Queen 
has given her beloved dog a prominent place [figure 16].57

The symbolic weight that these dogs bear may well explain why Morris 
chose the recognition scene as a key moment to depict in his summary of the 
legend. His very first oil (commissioned in 1857) had taken as its subject this 

figure 16. ‘petitcreiu 
in procession’ [14th 

c. wienhausen iii 
embroidery]
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same episode: How Sir Tristram, After his Illness, was Recognized by a Little Dog 
He Had Given to Iseult. Although the painting was never completed, five years 
later, as we have seen, Morris chose the same subject for one of the two stained 
glass windows he designed for Harden Grange. Mrs. William J. Stillman 
(née Maria Spartali), another artist associated with the Pre-Raphaelites, also 
selected the recognition episode for her oil painting of 1873.58 The fact that 
she titled it simply Sir Tristram and la Belle Isoude may indicate the iconic 
status that the episode had achieved by then [figure 17].

It is thus not insignificant that two other Harden Grange artists 
incorporated dogs into their designs as conspicuous symbols of fidelity, 
possibly at Morris’ direction. In Brown’s powerfully dramatic depiction [figure 
18] of Trystan’s death at Mark’s hand (Iseult’s death will quickly ensue), a dog 
is seated prominently on a settee as witness to the king’s treachery, along with 
the two people peering in the window, presumably Brangaine and Governal. 
In the artist’s 1864 oil painting of the same scene [figure 19], the abundant 
use of crimson makes the white dog stand out even more.  If the dog looks 
like the same one seen in Morris’ panel, it bears as well some resemblance 
to Queen Victoria’s beloved spaniel Dash, seen sitting on a red cushion in 
Edwin Landseer’s 1838 painting titled ‘Queen Victoria’s Favorite Dogs and 
Parrot’ [figure 20].

figure 17. ‘tristram and 
la belle isoude’ [mrs. 

william j. stillman (née 
maria spartali), 1873]

figure 18. ‘tristram slain 
by mark’ [stained glass, 

ford madox brown, 1862]

figure 19. ‘tristram slain 
by mark’ [oil painting, 

ford madox brown, 1864]
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Finally, two hunting hounds appear in the stained glass window designed 
by Burne-Jones that shows the lovers’ common sarcophagus [figure 21]. The 
dogs’ symbolic value is here underscored by their prominent placement in 
front of the panels that recapitulate the lovers’ story.  It is a remarkable mise-
en-abyme. As Debra N. Mancoff notes, above the effigies hang objects that 
define Trystram by his most salient skills: an eagle (warrior), a harp (musician), 
and a horn (hunter). Mancoff adds that ‘Burne-Jones’s design resembles a 
medieval iconographical schema, providing a discourse on Trystram, his 
history, and his reputation.’59 We should note that the presence of the dogs 
(hunting hounds, specifically) in Burne-Jones’ panel reminds us that the hero’s 
hunting skills are highlighted in all of the Tristan romances and expanded 
on by Malory, who praises Trystram as the fount of all hunting terms and of 
‘hunting and hawking’ as pursuits of the gentry.60

One final canine image symbolizing fidelity deserves our attention.  
Morris included a little dog in his only surviving oil, La Belle Iseult (1858), 
although this portrait apparently corresponds to a different moment in the 
legend [figure 22]. Iseult, believing the rumor that Tristram is dead, attempts 
suicide but is rescued by Mark, who then secludes her in a tower. Whereas 
this painting was once thought to depict Guenevere, it is now believed to 
represent Iseult because of the dog’s presence.61 Some critics speculate that a 
few details of the picture, such as the dog and the oranges—both symbolizing 
fidelity—could derive from Van Eyck’s 1434 Arnolfini wedding portrait, 
acquired by the National Gallery in London in 1842 [figure 23].62

the later nineteenth century
Of all the images used for the Harden Grange series, Rossetti’s depiction 
of the potion scene stands out as almost prophetic [figure 24]. Indeed, this 
scene was, starting in the last decades of the nineteenth century, to become 
the most iconic Tristan image. After inaugurating the trend in 1862, Rossetti 
used essentially the same design in a watercolor five years later [figure 25]. I 
say ‘essentially,’ because, despite the obvious similarities, there are significant 
differences between the two works. The moment envisioned in both is when 

figure 20. ‘queen victoria’s 
favorite dogs and parrot’ 

[edwin landseer, 1838]
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figure 25. ‘tristram and iseult 
drink the potion’[watercolor, 
dante gabriel rossetti, 1862]

figure 24. ‘tristram 
and iseult drink 

the potion’ [stained 
glass, dante gabriel 

rossetti, 1862]

figure 23. ‘arnolfini 
wedding portrait’ [oil 

painting, jan van eyck, 1434]

figure 21. ‘lovers tomb’ 
[stained glass, edward 

burne-jones, 1862]

figure 26. iseult on the ship [?] 
[pencil and ink on paper, william 

morris, 1861]
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figure 22. ‘la belle iseult’ [oil painting, 
william morris, 1858]
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the couple is alone in the ship’s cabin preparing to drink the potion, which, 
according to Malory, Trystram believes is some fine liqueur that Brangaine 
and Governal had been reserving for themselves.63 In Rossetti’s representation 
of the scene (though not in Malory), as Trystram and Isoude raise and clink 
their glasses, the potion bursts into flame. Trystram kisses Isoude’s hand almost 
reverentially, while Isoude looks on pensively, although, in the watercolor, 
as Mancoff notes, she ‘betrays a prophetic sense of the consequence of their 
action as she looks away from the knight, lost in contemplation.’64 I would 
add that, in the earlier image, the ‘flame’ is shaped almost like a dove, which, 
when paired with Trystram’s white robe and stole-like scarf, lends this life-
transforming moment a sacramental quality.  

No doubt the most remarkable difference between Rossetti’s two versions 
of this scene is that in the earlier rendering a crowned figure perched in the 
upper right-hand corner—it could only be King Mark—is observing the 
scene. His inclusion recalls the most iconic Tristan image of the Middle Ages, 
the tryst beneath the tree. In the watercolor, though, Rossetti has replaced 
that figure with an image of Cupid cloaked in scarlet with huge red wings 
hovering over the scene and drawing an arrow from his crimson quiver to 
ensure that the potion has the effect he desires. Again, we are reminded of 
the medieval tryst scene because, as noted earlier, when that scene is generic, 
i.e., depicting an anonymous courtly couple, the god of love appears in place 
of King Mark [figure 3]. Another innovation in Rossetti’s watercolor is the 
glimpse we have through the cabin window of part of the ship’s deck and sail. 
This detail is significant because, in most of the subsequent iterations of this 
scene, the potion is consumed not in an enclosed space but out on the deck 
with the raging sea as a backdrop underscoring the drama of the moment.  

Rossetti’s model for the potion scene was Jane Burden. As the Pre-
Raphaelites’ ideal model of sensuous, brooding beauty, she was often used 
to depict Guenevere and Iseult and soon became the model for all Arthurian 
femmes fatales, including Nimué. She was Morris’ model in his 1858 oil of 
La Belle Iseult [figure 22], and in a pencil and ink drawing that Whitaker 
(among others) has labeled ‘Iseult on the Ship’ [figure 26], although the 1861 
watermark on the paper suggests that it may have been, instead, a study 
for a Helen of Troy mural that was never executed.65 On the other hand, 
the Harden Grange project proves that the Tristan legend was much on the 
artist’s mind in 1861–62, and Morris could well have been inclined to portray 
the anguish Iseult felt on the ship to Cornwall. If so, it would be the closest 
he came to depicting the potion scene. Jane Burden became Morris’ wife in 
1859, and, shortly thereafter, Rossetti’s mistress, a situation that Morris (like 
Malory’s Arthur) seems to have tacitly accepted, given how much Rossetti’s 
mentorship and friendship meant to him.66
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The potion scene evolved dramatically in the late nineteenth century, and 
for this we have two protean figures to thank: the poet Algernon Charles 
Swinburne and the composer Richard Wagner. Before discussing the later 
interpretations of the potion scene by visual artists, we will need to consider, 
at least briefly, the transformative influence that each of these men had on 
the modern reception of the Tristan legend.  

Of all the Arthurian poets, Swinburne forged the most celebratory 
reworking of the legend in nineteenth-century England in his epic Tristram 
of Lyonesse (1882).67 Swinburne had met Morris and the other Pre-Raphaelites 
in 1857 when the group had created a second ‘brotherhood’ and were painting 
murals for the Oxford Union Society debating chamber. Swinburne, dismayed 
by Arnold’s transformation of Breton Iseult into a model of Victorian 
motherhood, structured his poem in a way that made of her vengeful passion 
a negative counterpoint to the passionate love driving the Cornish lovers.68   
In fact, Swinburne, influenced in part by the Pre-Raphaelites, broke decisively 
with conventional Victorian morals and redefined adulterous passion 
positively—as a virtue. He exempts the lovers from social blame because they 
are unaware that fate has determined their drinking of the love potion.69  
As Beverly Taylor and Elisabeth Brewer state, ‘Reacting against Arnold’s 
avoidance of direct passion, and Tennyson’s endorsement of an Arthurian 
socio-moral system, Swinburne presented the Victorian reading public with 
a politically, socially and theologically subversive medievalism.’70

Swinburne had read all the available medieval versions of the legend, 
and they made a deep impression on him. He was determined, he said, to 
work within established tradition to create a new poem ‘acceptable for its 
orthodoxy and fidelity to the dear old story.’71 According to Rebecca Cochran, 
the poet chose as his primary source Scott’s edition of Sir Tristrem because of 
the ‘greater nobility’ of the characters and the ‘dignified end for the lovers.’ 
He drew on Malory largely for details that presented his story against an 
Arthurian backdrop, details often recorded in flashbacks.72 Swinburne 
reveals his intention to remain faithful to ‘the dear old story’ by assigning a 
prominent role to the sea, reinforcing and replicating the unifying function 
it played in the medieval poems. Tristan makes several trips across the sea 
both before and after his relatively short stay in Cornwall, and, as Van 
d’Elden notes, the importance of these trips is reflected in medieval Tristan 
iconography, especially in the narrative sequences.73 The illuminator of 
BnF.fr.103 understood the sea’s importance when, in the opening miniature 
discussed earlier, he juxtaposed the scene of the lovers’ coffins arriving in 
Cornwall with the potion scene [figure 10].  

Swinburne picked up on the ubiquity of the sea and used it to frame 
many important moments in his retelling. For example, when a squall causes 
Tristram to help his crew save the ship, Iseult hands him the potion to slake 
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his thirst, and it is on a stormy night that Iseult meditates on what she 
perceives as her sin of loving Tristram more than God. Curschmann notes that 
the lovers’ passion is portrayed as deeply sensual and in complete harmony 
with nature, especially the sea. Their love is fateful in the original sense, and 
Swinburne achieves closure: ‘fate and the vengeful fury of the “other” Iseult 
eventually lead to oblivion in the ebb and flow of tide and time. There is no 
apotheosis, and tomb and chapel, the memorial structures erected for the 
couple by King Mark, sink into the sea.’74

The sea plays an important role as well in Wagner’s opera Tristan und 
Isolde, which was composed in 1857–1859, first staged in 1865, and premiered 
in London in 1882. However, the composer’s considerable influence on the 
visual arts went far beyond Swinburne’s striking pictorial imagery in that 
Wagner was to underscore dramatically the link between love and death.  
He achieved this in two ways. First, he composed music structured on an 
unresolved chromaticism to express an almost unbearable yearning that he 
introduces in the prelude and sustains until it is resolved in the final chord 
of the opera. Second, he transformed the plot radically. Working with 
Gottfried’s classic version, he reduced the tale to what he considered to be 
its essence and focused exclusively on the lovers’ inability to live in society 
and their consequent yearning to escape to a place—presided over by Night 
and death—where they could explore their passion freely.  

In Act One, which unfolds on the deck of the ship headed for Cornwall, 
Isolde vents her anger that Tristan has murdered Morolt.75 But her fury stems 
even more from the fact that she is in love with Tristan and heartily resents his 
plan to hand her over to his uncle. In a dramatic confrontation, she virtually 
compels him to agree to end their lives then and there; however, when she 
directs Brangäne to give her the flask containing poison, her distressed 
servant secretly disobeys, handing over instead the love potion. The two 
young people, utterly unaware of the switch, consume the love elixir and 
immediately experience its spectacular effects. Wagner’s association of the 
potion with poison, the dominant role he gives to Isolde, and the theatrical 
unfolding of the scene on the ship’s deck would then soon be reflected in 
several artists’ depiction of the potion scene.

One of these artists was Aubrey Beardsley. Deeply drawn to Wagner from 
early childhood, Beardsley evolved under his sway and in turn exerted a 
powerful influence on other artists, especially book illustrators. In 1893, he was 
hired by the British publisher J.M. Dent to illustrate a new edition of Caxton’s 
Malory.76 On the book’s cover, the long title delineates a chalice [figure 27]. 
The shape is no doubt intended to evoke the Holy Grail, but it also brings 
to mind the goblet containing the love potion. This similarity is significant: 
whereas Malory saw the love story of Trystram and Isoud as secondary to 
the story of Arthur and Launcelot and Guenevere, Beardsley, undoubtedly 



86 arthuriana

influenced by Wagner, gave it special prominence by featuring one or both 
of the lovers in seven of his major drawings for the Dent Morte Darthur. 

Not surprisingly, the most famous of these drawings is the potion scene, 
which Barbara Tepa Lupack cites as the Tristan episode most frequently 
illustrated by book publishers [figure 28].  A great deal has been written 
about this suggestive image, which, like others, indicates Beardsley’s apparent 
intention to subvert the tone of the Morte Darthur by highlighting aspects 
of the Cornish lovers’ relationship—intentionality, sexuality—that Malory 
purposely muted.77 The couple, both robed in white, face each other on 
board the ship. (A sliver of sea can be seen between the two figures standing 
on the deck.) Tristram appears initially to dominate as he lifts the goblet in a 
triumphant gesture. But Isoud raises her head higher, and, although she rears 
back a bit, she does not resist; on the contrary: in Poulson’s words, ‘Isoud’s 
dual role as bringer of death as well as love, literally a femme fatale, is implied 
by her writhing, Medusa-like locks.’78 Indeed, Beardsley’s title suggests that 
it is Isoud who is in charge, as she is in Wagner’s opera. Here, as elsewhere 
in his subversive interpretation of Malory, Beardsley, possibly influenced by 
the Pre-Raphaelites, depicts strong, almost demonic women, while the men 
seem weak and somewhat effeminate.

Iseult’s dominant role in the potion scene comes through as well in Herbert 
James Draper’s oil painting Tristram and Iseult, exhibited at the Royal Academy 
in 1901 [figure 29]. It depicts the moment after the fatal act: the cup has already 

figure 28. (right) ‘how sir 
tristram drank the love 

potion,’ illustration by aubrey 
beardsley [pub. j.m. dent, 1893]

figure 27. (left) caxton’s malory 
(title page), illustrated by aubrey 

beardsley [pub. j.m. dent, 1893]
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been drained, and Iseult appears conscious of having gained unusual power 
over Tristan, who looks somewhat uncertain and in need of guidance. (The 
figure in blue to the left is no doubt Brangain, lamenting her ill-advised act.) 
Poulson cites this painting as one that was influenced by Wagner’s opera in 
that the potion scene appears to be unfolding on a stage.79 But there is more: 
the scene is set under the shadow of a black sail, anticipating the death for 
which the lovers will yearn throughout the opera, although the agent of that 
death will not be Tristan’s wife, whom Wagner simply erased from the story, 
substituting his own ending. When, in Act II, the lovers are discovered by 
Mark after a rapturous rendezvous under the cover of Night, Tristan is mortally 
wounded by Melot, and shipped off to his homeland. He spends all of Act 
III nursing his wound and waiting for Isolde to come restore him to health.  
He dies just before she arrives, and when she sees him she expires as well, 
but not before singing her final glorious aria. Although this famous piece is 
known popularly as the Liebestod, Wagner called it the ‘Transfiguration.’80 
Indeed, he considered this to be a triumphal moment, for at last the lovers, 
who in life had been continually harassed by Day, would be joined in the 
warm and accepting embrace of Night.

figure 29. ‘tristan and 
isolde’ [oil painting, 
herbert james draper, 
exhibited at the royal 

academy in 1901]

figure 30. ‘tristan and iseult’ [charcoal drawing, jean 
delville, musées royaux des beaux-arts, brussels, 1887]
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Wagner’s powerful interpretation naturally had an impact on the Symbolist 
movement, as we can see in Jean Delville’s remarkable charcoal drawing, 
Tristan et Yseult (1887), in which the Belgian artist makes the explicit link 
between the drinking of the potion and the lovers’ rapturous transfiguration 
[figure 30]. As Iseult raises the drained goblet on high, she stretches out over 
the length of Tristan’s body. Multiple rays of light enfold and illuminate them, 
underscoring the spiritual dimension of their end.81 The potion scene was 
also combined with the death scene in an enameled buckle that Alexander 
Fisher designed in the early 1890s [figure 31].82

the twentieth century
It would be no exaggeration to say that Wagner changed irrevocably the 
popular perception of the Tristan legend and that his influence extended 
well into the twentieth century. However, he was soon joined by another 
towering figure who would likewise have a profound impact on the modern 
reception of the Tristan legend: the French medievalist Joseph Bédier. Indeed, 
if the flourishing book trade of the early twentieth century sparked a renewed 
interest not just in the Morte Darthur, but also in the medieval Tristan poems, 
it was thanks in large part to Bédier’s creative genius. In 1900, he interrupted 
work on his scholarly reconstruction of Thomas’ Tristan to publish a prose 
adaptation of the legend for the general public. His Roman de Tristan et Iseut 
(The Romance of Tristan and Iseut) was a composite retelling in modern French 
that drew on all the medieval French and German Tristan poems and BnF.
fr.103.83 (Sadly, he had a certain disdain for the Middle English Sir Tristrem.)  
Bédier’s romance, a true labor of love, charmed his contemporaries: an instant 
bestseller that has never been out of print, it was rapidly translated into 
dozens of languages and some editions have been beautifully illustrated.  As 
an example, we could do no better than to cite the lavish color illustrations 
that Maurice Lalau produced for Florence Simmonds’ English translation, 
published in London in 1910 [figure 32].84 For the potion scene, Lalau chose to 
depict the immediate aftermath: the empty goblet lies on the ship’s deck, and 
the lovers gaze at each other in silence, ‘ravished and amazed,’ as the caption 
says. Lalau also painted another scene that takes place on the ship, but the 

figure 31. ‘wagner 
girdle buckle’ [steel 

with enameled 
plaques, alexander 
fisher, 1893–1896]
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figure 32. (left) ‘potion 
scene’ [from the romance 

of tristram and iseult 
by joseph bédier, english 
translation by florence 
simmons, illustrated by 

maurice lalau, published 
london, 1910]

figure 33. (above) 
frontispiece, bédier’s 

romance of tristram and 
iseult [illustrated by 
maurice lalau, 1910]

figure 34. (left) ‘marc spies 
on lovers in tree’ [same 

work, illustrated by maurice 
lalau, 1910]
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lovers, far from looking distressed, are locked in a rapturous embrace [figure 
33]. That this particular image was chosen as the frontispiece underscores the 
iconic status of the potion scene; however, it is interesting as well to see how 
Lalau depicted those episodes of the legend that had been popular among 
medieval artists. The tryst scene, for example, is unusual in that it focuses on 
Mark [figure 34]. He is perched on a tree branch under which Iseult can be 
seen warning Tristan to keep his distance. The caption reads: ‘Above in the 
branches the King was moved to pity, and he smiled greatly.’

At the beginning of Illustrating Camelot, Barbara Lupack cites The 
Arthurian Handbook: ‘Of all the visual arts, book illustration has played the 
greatest role in bringing the Arthurian legend to the widest audience,’ going 
on to add that (as we have seen) ‘images play a vital role in capturing the 
imagination, interpreting the text, and directing attention to key scenes and 
characters.’85  These days, though, it has been the cinema that has recreated 
the Arthurian world of yore, or rather brought to life those earlier images. 
The timing of Bédier’s 1900 romance was such that the French scholar 
exerted a major influence on the nascent film industry, as did Wagner.86 It 
is undoubtedly thanks to both men that the Tristan legend became again 
the transcultural phenomenon that it had been in the Middle Ages. Indeed, 
between 1909 and 2006, more than a dozen filmmakers from nine different 
countries attempted to recreate the poignant story of the Cornish lovers.

Not surprisingly, in the great majority of these films the potion scene plays 
a starring role, and most filmmakers have found an original way to treat it.87 In 
his 1911 silent film, Tristano e Isotta, Ugo Falena introduced a slave girl named 
Rosen, who accompanies her master on the bridequest. Sensing that Tristano, 
of whom Rosen is enamored, has fallen in love with Isotta, she pours poison 
into the couple’s goblets, but fortunately the ‘Fairy Morgan’—Morgan Le 
Fay—intervenes to change the poison into a love potion!  Though overcome 
with passion, the couple arrives in Cornwall before they can consummate their 
love, and they flee from Mark’s court before Isotta’s wedding, thus avoiding 
the twin sins of fornication and adultery. They soon, however, despair of ever 
achieving happiness together, and, at the end of the film, they are poised to 
jump off a cliff into the sea.88

The Wagner-inspired link between potion and poison that we see in 
Falena’s film finds another original treatment in L’Éternel retour (The Eternal 
Return), a 1943 French film directed by Jean Delannoy in collaboration with 
Jean Cocteau, who wrote the screenplay.  Although the film is set in modern 
times and the protagonists are renamed Patrice and Nathalie, Cocteau based 
the scenario on Bédier’s romance. Many of his clever adaptations involve 
popular episodes such as the fight with Morholt (a barroom brawl), the potion 
scene, and the tryst in the orchard. The final scene, in which the deceased 
lovers lie side by side on an overturned boat recalls somewhat Burne-Jones’ 
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stained glass representation of the lovers’ coffins, right down to the presence 
of the hero’s dog [figure 35].89

The potion scene in L’Éternel retour takes place one stormy afternoon when 
Patrice and Nathalie think they are alone in the castle and Patrice is mixing 
them cocktails to enjoy before a blazing fire. Nathalie’s guardian had given her 
ward a love potion, labeling it ‘poison’ as a precaution. But, instead of using it 
on her wedding night, as instructed, Nathalie left it in her medicine cabinet, 
where it was discovered by Patrice’s envious cousin, the dwarf Achille. While 
Patrice and Nathalie are distracted by the hero’s birdcall imitations, Achille 
slips the liquid into the couple’s drinks. As the potion courses through their 
veins, their feelings of wondrous rapture are punctuated by the thunder and  
lightning outside and the flickering flames of the fire reflected on the ceiling.

Whereas Nathalie thought the love elixir was nonsense, the heroines of 
three other films are convinced of its efficacy and do not scruple to use it to 
their advantage. In two of these films, Tom Donovan’s Lovespell (Irish, 1979) 
and Veith von Fürstenberg’s Feuer und Schwert (Fire and Sword – German, 
1981), the protagonists have fallen in love and even consummated their love 
before even drinking the potion. However, since Tristan is determined to 
keep his promise to hand his lover over to Mark once they are in Cornwall, 
the heroine secretly pours the potion into his wine while they are on board 
the ship.  Although, in these films, the potion is not associated with poison, 
in Donovan’s interpretation, when Isolt’s guardian gives her the brew, she 
solemnly warns her that its effects will last her whole life and beyond death. 
Since this statement is reiterated twice more, it is clearly a nod to Wagner—

figure 35. the eternal 
return – death scene 

[l’éternel retour, dir. 
jean delannoy, 1943]
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and perhaps to Bédier—who underscores the love-death complex in his 
modern prose romance.90

Of all the Tristan films, that of the Icelandic director Hrafn Gunnlaugsson, 
Í skugga hrafnsins (The Shadow of the Raven – 1988), features the most elaborate 
adaptation of this iconic episode, which unfolds in a recently Christianized 
Iceland where Trausti is a newly ordained priest.91 Ísold’s mother has given 
her daughter a potion to share with the man of her choice to enjoy a love that 
would last a thousand years.  As such, it is Ísold’s most prized possession, and, 
in a series of three separate scenes, she demonstrates her determination to 
control her fate. After a quarrel between her clan and Trausti’s leaves Ísold’s 
father dead and their home in flames, she runs from the house clutching her 
child and the potion, then promptly faints. Trausti calls for water to revive 
her but is handed the potion instead. He puts it to Ísold’s lips, then takes a 
healthy swig of it himself, at which point the heroine opens her eyes, and, 
recognizing the flask, spits the potion out. ‘Murderer, murderer!’ she screams, 
for she firmly believes it was Trausti who killed her father.  

The second and third potion scenes occur in the chapel of Trausti’s 
mother, where Ísold goes from trying to stab her enemy in the second scene 
to eventually urging him to share the rest of the precious potion with her in 
the third. Trausti, who eschews the violence of the old ways, had been forced 
into single combat with the bishop’s son to whom Ísoud had been unwillingly 
betrothed.92 Having defeated him, Trausti refuses to kill him, impressing 
Ísold with this display of Christian love. So, wielding the same knife with 
which she had once threatened to kill him, she slits their palms and joins 
them together, thus sealing their mutual love with a blood pact inspired by 
the pre-Christian Odinic religion.

The plot of this film is so unusual that we might not even recognize it 
as a Tristan film, if not for the protagonists’ names and the love potion.  
Gunnlaugsson’s knowledge of the legend was based on a dimly remembered 
bedtime story that his grandmother had told him as a boy. He thought of 
adapting it to the plot of his film, which is part of a trilogy shaped mostly by 
indigenous Icelandic mythology and family sagas.  It is likely that his depiction 
of Ísold owes something to Wagner. But, the fact that Gunnlaugsson dredged 
up from his memory this single episode of the legend and fashioned such a 
complex and protracted form of it proves that, at the end of the twentieth 
century, the potion scene remained iconic.

*****
We have been tracking the evolving iconography—and reception—of the 
Tristan legend through the ages by noting how certain episodes seemed to 
fire the imagination of visual artists, in part because they resonated with the 
cultural values of their time. It is hardly surprising that the only truly iconic 
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image of the legend in the High Middle Ages was the tryst in the orchard 
under the watchful eye of Mark—Tristan’s uncle and liege lord and Iseult’s 
husband—for it embodied so effectively the threat that the emerging literature 
and culture of the courts posed to the authority of Church and State. In the 
early nineteenth century, under Victoria’s reign, artists who appropriated 
Arthur and his knights to serve the national myth sought images emphasizing 
Tristan’s courtly skills, such as his musicianship, because they deflected 
attention from the tale’s adultery. The Pre-Raphaelites, for their part, created 
images that underscored the lovers’ unimpeachable loyalty to each other, 
symbolized in part by the fidelity of the dogs that Tristan had entrusted to 
his beloved to console her in his absence, and they dared to view the lovers’ 
adulterous passion positively. Beginning in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century, the potion scene achieved iconicity, initially because the consumption 
of the love elixir seemed to exonerate the lovers, but eventually to underscore 
the heroine’s intention to spend her life with the man of her choice.

the catholic university of america
Joan Tasker Grimbert is professor emerita of French and medieval studies at the 
Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. A specialist on Chrétien de 
Troyes and on the Tristan legend from the Middle Ages to the present, she has 
published extensively on Arthurian literature and film and has authored, edited, 
or co-edited six books, including Tristan and Isolde: A Casebook.

image credits and permissions
figure 1. Tristan et Iseut à la fontaine, ivory mirror case, Paris, early 14th century, 
Musée de Cluny - MNMA, Cl. 13298, © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.

figure 2. Genesis: Adam and Eve, the Original Sin, marble relief, Orvieto, Italy, 
Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Orvieto059.
jpg>, CC BY-SA 3.0 / photo Gorges Jansoone, April 30, 2008.

figure 3. The God of Love and a Couple, mirror case, Paris, c. 1300–1320, © Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London.

figure 4. Tristan und Isolde, Handschrift von 1323 im Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln Best. 7020 (W*) 88, Permission granted by Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln.

figure 5. British Library MS Additional 11619, f. 6v, © British Library Board.
figure 6. British Library MS Additional 11619, f. 7, © British Library Board.
figure 7. Tristan und Isolde, Handschrift von 1323 im Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln Best. 7020 (W*) 88, Permission granted by Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln.

figure 8. King Mark Discovers Tristan and Isolde Asleep, miniature from Tristan 
by Gottfried von Straßburg, 13th century, Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek 



94 arthuriana

MS cgm 51, f. 90r, middle register, License provided by Getty Images, Photo by 
DeAgostini/Getty Images.

figure 9. Tristan und Isolde, Handschrift von 1323 im Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln Best. 7020 (W*) 88, Permission granted by Historischen Archiv der 
Stadt Köln.

figure 10. Tristan en prose, Tristan et Iseut buvant le philtre, Manuscrit sur 
parchemin, copié à Rouen vers 1475, BnF, Manuscrits, Français 103 fol. 1, © 
Bibliothèque nationale de France.

figure 11. Tristan de Léonais, vol. 7, Œuvres choisies du Comte de Tressan, avec figures 
(Paris: Rue et Hotel Serpente, 1788), <https://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101075
727535?urlappend=%3Bseq=72>, Public Domain, Google-digitized, Courtesy of 
HathiTrust.

figure 12. Hospitality: Admission of Sir Tristram to the Round Table, Fresco painting 
by William Dyce & Charles West Cope, © Parliamentary Art Collection, WOA 
3153. www.parliament.uk/art.

figure 13. Courtesy: Sir Tristram harping to La Beale Isoud, Fresco painting by 
William Dyce, © Parliamentary Art Collection, WOA 3151. www.parliament.
uk/art.

figure 14. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Fight between Tristram and Sir Marhaus, 
stained glass panel, 1862–1863, Bradford Art Gallery, Wikimedia Commons, 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dante_Gabriel_Rossetti_The_Fight_
between_Tristram_and_Sir_Marhaus_stained_glass.png>, Public Domain.

figure 15. William Morris, The Recognition of Tristram by La Belle Isoude, stained 
glass panel, 1862, Bradford Art Gallery, Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:William_Morris_The_recognition_of_Tristram_by_La_
Belle_Isoude.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 16. ‘Petitcreiu,’ detail from Tristan III Tapestry (Inv.Nr. Wie Ha 003), Kloster 
Wienhausen, Permission granted by Kloster Wienhausen.

figure 17. Mrs. William J. Stillman (née Maria Spartali), Sir Tristram and La Belle 
Isoude, painting, 1873, photograph courtesy of Sotheby’s.

figure 18. Ford Madox Brown, Tristram Slain by King Mark, stained glass panel, 
1862, Morris and Co., The Victorian Web, <http://www.victorianweb.org/art/
stainedglass/morris/t10.html>.

figure 19. Ford Madox Brown, Death of Sir Tristram, oil on panel, 1864, Birmingham 
Museum and Art Gallgery, Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Ford_Madox_Brown_-_Death_of_Sir_Tristram_-_Google_Art_
Project.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 20. Edwin Landseer, Queen Victoria’s Favorite Dogs and Parrot, c. 1838, 
Wikimedia Commons, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Her_Majesty%27s_
Favourite_Pets.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 21. Edward Burne-Jones, The Tomb of Tristram and Isoude, stained glass panel, 
1862, Bradford Art Gallery, Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.



95evolving iconography

org/wiki/File:Edward_Burne-Jones_The_tomb_of_Tristram_and_Isoude.jpg>, 
Public Domain.

figure 22. William Morris, La Belle Iseult, oil on canvas, 1858, Tate Gallery, 
Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Queen_
Guinevere.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 23. Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Giovanni Arnolfini and his Wife, oil on panel, 
1434, National Gallery, London, Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Van_Eyck_-_Arnolfini_Portrait.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 24. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Tristram and La Belle Ysoude Drinking the 
Love Potion, stained glass panel, 1862–1863, Bradford Art Gallery, Wikimedia 
Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dante_Gabriel_Rossetti_
Sir_Tristram_and_la_Belle_Ysoude_stained_glass.png>, Public Domain.

figure 25. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Tristram and La Belle Yseult Drinking the 
Love Potion, watercolor, 1867, Trustees of the Cecil Higgins Art Gallery, Bedford, 
Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dante_
Gabriel_Rossetti_-_Tristram_and_Isolde_Drinking_the_Love_Potion.jpg>, 
Public Domain.

figure 26. William Morris, Jane Morris in Medieval Costume, pencil and ink sketch, 
1861, William Morris Gallery, London Borough of Waltham Forest, © William 
Morris Gallery.

figure 27. Aubrey Beardsley, illus., Title Page, in Thomas Malory, Le Morte                
d ’Arthur, imprint William Caxton (London, J.M. Dent, 1893), p. iii, <https://
hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.31822038199964?urlappend=%3Bseq=9>, Public Domain, 
Google-digitized, Courtesy of HathiTrust.

figure 28. Aubrey Beardsley, illus., How Sir Tristram Drank of the Love Drink, in 
Thomas Malory, Le Morte d ’Arthur, imprint William Caxton (London, J.M. 
Dent, 1893), Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:How_Sir_Tristram_Drank_of_the_Love_Drink_-_by_Aubrey_Beardsley.
jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 29. Herbert James Draper, Tristan and Isolde, oil painting, 1901, previously 
owned by the Walker Art Gallery, Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:DrapersTristanIsolde.jpg>, Public Domain.

figure 30. Jean Delville, Tristan and Iseult, charcoal drawing, 1887, © Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo: J. Geleyns – Art Photography.

figure 31. Alexander Fisher, Pieces of the Wagner Girdle, steel and gemstones, 
London, England, 1893–1896, © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

figure 32. Maurice Lalau, illus., At this moment Bragwine entered . . . , in Joseph 
Bédier, The Romance of Tristam and Iseult, trans. Florence Simmons (London, 
1910), p. 46, <https://archive.org/details/romanceoftristra00bdie/>, Public 
Domain, Courtesy of University of Toronto and Archive.org.

figure 33. Maurice Lalau, illus., Frontispiece, in Joseph Bédier, The Romance of 
Tristam and Iseult, trans. Florence Simmons (London, 1910), <https://archive.



96 arthuriana

org/details/romanceoftristra00bdie/>, Public Domain, Courtesy of University 
of Toronto and Archive.org.

figure 34. Maurice Lalau, illus., Above in the branches the King was moved to pity      
. . . . , in Joseph Bédier, The Romance of Tristam and Iseult, trans. Florence Simmons 
(London, 1910), p. 70, <https://archive.org/details/romanceoftristra00bdie/>, 
Public Domain, Courtesy of University of Toronto and Archive.org.

figure 35. L’Éternel retour (The Eternal Return), dir. Jean Delannoy, 1943. Still taken 
by Arthuriana, March 7, 2019.

notes
 1  The spelling of the heroine’s name varies. Here, I use the preferred British spelling, 

‘Iseult,’ except when referring to works where an alternate spelling predominates.  
The spelling of other characters’ names, such as Tristan, Mark, and Brangane, also 
varies. For an overview of the legend, see Tristan and Isolde: A Casebook, ed. Joan 
Tasker Grimbert (New York and London: Garland, 1995; paperback Routledge, 
2002), pp. xiii–ci.

 2  This third lecture was presented in June 2018 at St. Louis University’s Sixth Annual 
Medieval and Renaissance Congress in a session sponsored by the IAS-NAB. I am 
indebted to Carol J. Chase for her helpful comments to improve my lecture and 
to K.S. Whetter for his careful reading, especially of the sections on Malory. 

 3  Gertrude Schoepperle Loomis, Tristan and Isolt: a Study of the Sources of the 
Romance (Frankfurt am Main: J. Baer, 1913); Roger Sherman Loomis and Laura 
Hibbard Loomis, Arthurian Legends in Medieval Art (London: Oxford University 
Press; New York: Modern Language Association of America, 1938). Dorothy 
Bethurum Loomis is known primarily for her work on Chaucer.  See Henry Hall 
Peyton III, ‘The Loomis Ladies: Gertrude Schoepperle Loomis (1882–1921), Laura 
Hibbard Loomis (1883–1960), Dorothy Bethurum Loomis (1897–1987),’ in On 
Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries, ed. Bonnie Wheeler and 
Fiona Tolhurst (Dallas: Scriptorium Press, 2001).

 4  Alison Stones, ‘Arthurian Art Since Loomis,’ Arturus Rex: Acta Conventus Loveniensi 
1987, ed. Willy Van Hoecke, Gilbert Tournoy, and Werner Verbeke, 2 vols. (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 1991), II: 21–77.

 5  A small number of images were inspired by the anonymous Middle English Sir 
Tristrem.

 6  Stephanie Cain Van d’Elden, Tristan and Isolde: Medieval Illustrations of the Verse 
Romances (Turnhout: Brepols, 2016), pp. 67–86.  Van d’Elden builds here on the 
pioneering research of Doris Fouquet, ‘Die Baumgartenszene des Tristan in der 
mittelalterlichen Kunst und Literatur,’ Zeitschrift für deutsche Philologie 92 (1973): 
360–70, and Michael Curschmann, ‘Images of Tristan,’ in Gottfried von Straßburg 
and the Medieval Tristan Legend: Papers from an Anglo-North American Symposium, 
ed. Adrian Stevens and Roy Wisbey (Cambridge, UK: Brewer, 1990), pp. 7–17. Van 
d’Elden is indebted as well to the remarkably comprehensive panorama offered 
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in Muriel Whitaker, The Legends of King Arthur in Art (Cambridge, UK: Brewer, 
1990).

 7  See Barbara N. Sargent-Baur, The Romance of Tristran by Beroul and Beroul II: A 
Diplomatic Edition and Critical Edition (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2015). A student edition and English translation form a companion volume.

 8  Michael Curschmann, ‘From Myth to Emblem to Panorama,’ in Visuality 
and Materiality in the Story of Tristan and Isolde, ed. Jutta Eming, Ann Marie 
Rasmussen, and Kathryn Starkey (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2012), pp. 111–16 [107–29].

 9  Van d’Elden, Tristan and Isolde, p. 69.
10  Curschmann, ‘Myth to Emblem,’ p. 116.
11  The complete list of artifacts is in Van d’Elden, Tristan and Isolde, p. 12.
12  Van d’Elden is careful to distinguish between ‘specific scenes’ (those specific to 

the Tristan legend) and ‘generic’ ones and considers this distinction her main 
contribution to the field (Tristan and Isolde, pp. 18–25).

13  The prose Tristan is the object of two important editions: Renée L. Curtis, Le 
Roman de Tristan en prose, 3 vols.: I (Munich: Max Hueber, 1963), II (Leiden: Brill, 
1976), III (Cambridge, UK: Brewer, 1985); and ed. dir. Philippe Ménard, Le Roman 
de Tristan en prose, 9 vols. (Geneva: Droz): I, ed. Philippe Ménard (1987); II, ed. 
Marie-Luce Chênerie and Thierry Delcourt (1990); III, ed. Gilles Roussineau 
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Grimbert, pp. 283–95, and Margaret Alison Stones, ‘The Artistic Context of Some 
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ed. Eming, Rasmussen, and Starkey, pp. 299–336. 
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Emmanuèle Baumgartner, ‘La Parole amoureuse: Amorous Discourse in the Prose 
Tristan,’ in Casebook, ed. Grimbert, pp. 187–206.  
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commits suicide (Roman de Tristan en prose, ed. Ménard, I, sec. 148–63). When 
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refuge in the Morois forest where, grief-stricken, he tries to kill himself (III, sec. 
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Tristan’s sword (III, sec. 932). 
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King Mark and King Arthur,’ Medieval Studies 37 (1975): 190–234, revised in 
King Arthur: A Casebook, ed. Edward Donald Kennedy (New York and London: 
Garland, 1996; paperback New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 139–71.
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