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Jasperse, Jitske, ed. The Social Lives of Medieval Rings. CARMEN, Visual
and Material Cultures. Leeds: Arc Humanities Press, 2025. 270 pp + 56 ills.

Museum curators have often deemed rings, small carefully wrought bits of
precious metals and gemstones, as “too small, too difficult to display,” but thanks
to the persistence of dedicated scholars, they now have pride of place (233). Jitske
Jasperse has assembled top-notch researchers whose essays reveal that medieval
rings were thick with meaning, worn by people of all ranks and genders. Whether
they are straw or gold, modest or studded lavishly with gemstones, they are more
than precious objects. Using archaeological, artistic, documentary, and literary
sources, these scholars found rings that were worn every day as relics, mementos,
personal display, affection, and in Christian societies as wedding and betrothal
rings. The contributors argue that rings are valuable bits of the past that mark
important differences between men and women, laypersons and clerics. They allow
us a glimpse at what people valued.

Jasperse draws us into the field with a close look at a ring found in Pamplona
in a purse with 117 coins from different parts of Europe. With this ring, Jasperse
argues that gender and economic history come together, with men at center of the
business of the gem and precious metal trade. Rings are active agents in motion that
were valuable as markers of status and gender, and which possess both apotropaic
and emotive powers.

Eleanor R. Standley searches archaeological digs in Britian, ca. 1200—-1600
and found that rings decorated with a heart signify romantic or spousal love but
also had political and devotional connotations. There are messages embedded in
the heart with arrows motif, eyes and teardrops, eye of God, crosses, riddles and
puns inscribed to insiders, Beckett’s head, crowns, and classical imagery. No matter
who the owner or what the material was, Standley argues that rings reveal layers of
feelings, memory, hoarding during emotional experiences of war, persecution, and
plague.

Value is, of course, more than monetary. The symbolic value of rings
mattered. Signet rings authenticate documents, wedding and betrothal rings stamp
the wearer as off limits. Ana Labarta’s essay on Muslim al-Andalus, examines
signet rings owned by elite Jewish, Christian, Muslim individuals. Coin rings and
decorative rings were political signifiers for men and a profession of faith of
Muslims (shahada) or as markers of conversion. Christian Raffensperger examines
signet rings in Rus that signified an owner’s religious devotion, clan identification,
and their social agency as landowners who signed and seal documents.

Juliette Calvarin tracks the fate of rings worn by bishops as a sign of office.
Their rings marked them as keepers and custodians of Christ’s metaphorical bride,
the church, and were part of the religious and not familial identity of bishops, abbot,
and abbesses until the tenth century when the office of abbess lost both crozier and
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ring. Therese Martin narrows her focus to four modest-looking rings in Santo
Estevo de Ribas de Sil in northwest Spain. The rings were removed from the fingers
of a dead bishop. These contact relics were miracle rings to be worn by the sick
who would lick the stones and swallow some of the particles.

Among secular elites, rings were markers of distinction that verified a
family’s identity by delineating insiders and outsiders. Rings are also pieces of
portable wealth. Inés Calderon Medina looks at written sources from Christian
Iberia for evidence of matrimonial rings after 1215. The exchange of rings was
mentioned more often in sources after 1200, leaving open several possibilities—
more commerce, better record keeping, or new canonical marriage laws. Mariah
Proctor-Tiffany looks at inventories, wills, and testaments from late medieval
France, building a database of hundreds of rings that passed from hand to hand
across generations. Blanche of Navarre’s rings and a signet ring of Louis IX were
mementos, love rings were symbols of intimacy and good health and were sold or
pawned by women as liquid assets.

Value can also be measured in terms of resale. Elizabeth McCord, in her
essay on collectors who donated Byzantine rings to the Dumbarton Oaks, looks at
the portable wealth of rings in both medieval and modern context. Byzantine
marriage rings landed in the hands of wealthy families. Sandra Hindman surveys
the field of museum curation of an object and extends the social status of the
original owners to museums. Overall, as the authors of this insightful and
fascinating book make clear, rings open worlds of meaning in personal taste,
design, identity, sentiments, and status.

Theresa Earenfight
Seattle University
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