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The image which has been selected for this assignment is taken from an illuminated manuscript containing the Book of Troy and The Siege of Thebes by John Lydgate which is now held in the collection of the British Library1 and displays a depiction of the ‘Wheel of Fortune’ or as it was also known, the ‘Rota Fortunae.2  

The large wheel takes centre stage and dominates the illumination, it is lavishly decorated in expensive gold which in this context was often associated with light and sacred symbols.3 The Wheel of Fortune is only partially obscured by what appears to be five expensively dressed men in furs, those on the left are ascending the wheel, making their way to the top and those on the right are falling from the wheel with one man at the bottom almost being crushed lying splayed out on the floor with his leg caught between the spokes as if the wheel has tripped him up. It is clear to see that the men towards the lower end of the wheel are wearing slightly less expensive clothes than those near the top who are dressed in similar fashion to the king himself and whether they are ascending or descending the men’s faces show far more expression than those of Fortune and the king, as they grapple to remain on, or climb higher up the wheel. 

Behind the wheel is the figure of Fortune she is wearing a small golden crown, a blue dress lined with black flecked white ermine fur and an impassive expression on her face. Her eyes are staring directly at her hand which is loosely holding one of the spokes enabling her to turn the wheel at any given moment should she so choose, and this is clearly something she is keeping her focus on. It is interesting to note that although the medieval era was a patriarchal society,4 with a king as ruler, the only female included in the illustration is that of Fortune; the person in charge, the one with the ultimate power over the men and even the king himself which perhaps may have appealed to any women in the medieval era who saw images of the Wheel of Fortune and felt helpless and lacking authority. Conversely however, although the female is in charge here, by its very nature the image suggests that the woman has a fickle and capricious and disloyal nature and this may be why she was pictured as a female in medieval times giving a glimpse into what men in medieval society thought of women and what would happen should they be allowed to wield any power.
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Above all of these figures on the very apex of the wheel sits a king on a golden throne he is wearing a large golden crown atop his head, a red ermine lined cape and he is holding an orb and sceptre. He is so high up that he is among the stars at the highest point in the illustration. The king appears considerably more comfortable than the men below him on the wheel, although he does seem to be looking in the direction of the man who is nearest to him who has almost ascended to the top of the wheel and in turn is keeping his eyes firmly on the man seated on the throne. 

Surrounding the king, Fortune, the wheel and the men are trees, hills and grass which fill the landscape and above them is a deep blue golden star-studded sky which fades into a white horizon. This appears to remind the viewer of the image that men, kings and everything in nature between the earth and the heavens are all under the influence of Fortune. The whole illumination is encased within a striking frame of red, white and gold. The dominant colour in the picture is gold, along with other expensive pigments such as blue and white, marking this as a high-status manuscript.5 The work is very fine in detail, the wheel itself has shading and defined spokes and the rim can clearly be seen which gives it a feeling of real substance providing an almost 3D quality rather than a simple flat image. The stars are neat and uniform in size and appearance. The grass and the hills show defined contouring and detailed shading and highlighting. Great care and attention has also clearly been taken with the clothes of the men and especially those of Fortune and the king, with folds and shading of the garments evident. The image is still in perfect condition with the only sign of deterioration being some missing flecks of gold from the frame edging the piece, which does nothing to detract from the beauty of the original illumination.

The Wheel of Fortune was a popular image in the medieval era. King Henry III even had a Wheel of Fortune painted as decoration in his own chamber. The image of Fortune represented the unpredictability of fate, a cautionary tale of how even 
princes could be toppled from their throne by Fortune’s whim, and the knowledge that for one person to be king, someone else had to find themselves falling from the wheel to be crushed underneath. Images of the wheel were often used in the education of young royals and were also known under the term ‘mirrors for princes’.6 
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Chaucer was just one of many authors who used the idea of Fortune’s fickle nature repeatedly throughout his work and writes of the pleasure and pain caused by the Wheel of Fortune.7 The popularity of the wheel may have been due to the fact that it could be understood by the illiterate and literate alike and the knowledge that even a king could lose all may have been of consolation to the poorer classes. The wheel would have been something to admire and to fear, it could both raise a person up to great riches but also throw someone off and crush them with its weight.

In 1412 a Benedictine monk and poet named John Lydgate of Bury St Edmunds was commissioned by King Henry V to create his Troy Book, which took Lydgate eight years to complete before he began his book The Siege of Thebes. The two poems were eventually put together later in the fifteenth century to create the codex that this illumination is taken from. 

It is believed that this expensive work was intended to be a gift for King Henry V’s son, King Henry VI from Anne Devereux and her husband Sir William Herbert the 1st Earl of Pembroke, who were at one time supporters of the Lancastrian king and was written on parchment and was completed by 1460 at the latest measuring an impressive fifteen inches in height and eleven inches in length.8 Scholars can be reasonably certain that this codex was commissioned by William Herbert and his wife Anne as the manuscript also bears an image of the king seated on his throne with William and Anne seated on the ground before him wearing clothes bearing their coat of arms.9 

The original binding of the codex has been replaced by one of brown leather bearing royal arms at some point from the 16th century onwards and now includes five modern flyleaves which were also added at a later date.10 At the time the codex was being created paper was becoming more widely used however parchment was still being used for important manuscripts,11 reinforcing its high status.
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By presenting this image as an illumination and including it with verses to be read within a codex would have made this a personal gift for the king that he could enjoy privately or share as he wished and he could not fail to remember who had given him such an expensive gift with the Herbert’s being pictured and no doubt they hoped this would serve to remind him of his loyal Herbert supporters. This was an extra special gift as it was the first time these stories had been written in English and created by someone the king’s own father had obviously patronised.12

Despite its original intended use as a special royal gift, it would appear that the codex was never actually given to the king as Fortune had turned her wheel once more and Henry VI was king no longer after losing his throne and so instead it appears that it was kept in the Herbert family and passed to William Herbert’s daughter before being preserved by her new family by marriage after this, the powerful Percy family.13

The Yorkists and Lancastrians had a history of toppling each other from the throne 14 and if he had received the gift Henry VI would have been all too aware of the image being an allegory for the fragile stability of his ow position on the throne. In the illustration the king is seated in his throne at the very top and therefore has only one way he can move which is to fall downwards off of the wheel if Fortune decides to turn it once more. The Herbert and Devereux families would also have been clearly aware of the constant turning of Fortune’s wheel and their own need to retain high favour with whichever was the winning royal side. Once, William Herbert had fought on the side of King Henry VI,15 but the Herbert family eventually abandoned the Lancastrian cause and became ‘loyal’ supporters of the Yorkist King Edward IV who had deposed the old King Henry.16  Where the codex was kept in the missing centuries between ownership by the Herbert family and how and when it came into the possession of the British Library would be worthy of future investigation.
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The inclusion of an image of the Wheel of Fortune in a codex originally intended as a gift for a king whose family had taken the throne by force and subsequently lost the same throne to the side he had snatched it from in the same manner, the bearers of the gift being a family who had supported one side and then changed allegiance when the king was deposed is ironic to say the least. The circumstances surrounding this manuscript and its use and eventual ownership by the Percy family whom the Herbert family had joined in marriage, a family who themselves had changed their own royal allegiances between the York and Lancastrian sides when it was to their advantage to do so,17 is the very epitome of how the Wheel of Fortune turns, raising men and kings on high before overthrowing them and crushing them beneath its power and seems fitting in this context.

Intended for a king who would never receive it, this illumination has survived virtually intact and as vibrant and vivid as when it was first carefully crafted five hundred and sixty years ago and is now protected and preserved by the British Library to be enjoyed, and perhaps used as a cautionary tale for those who view it in the future. The expertise and the materials employed have ensured that the manuscript can be appreciated and studied, giving a glimpse into medieval life and beliefs. There is no doubt what this striking image is of and what it represents, and its simplicity may be why it is an instantly identifiable and easily understandable image which still endures today.
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