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The gold ring (fig. 1) was found during excavations at the village of Hart conducted 
by Mr. J. E. Parsons in 1966. It was found in Pit 3/143 in the manor house complex 
which lay due west of the parish church. The pit was dated by a small quantity of 
pottery and assigned to phase III, the later thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries.1 
The ring was analysed by X-ray fluorescence and was found to contain 64% gold, 
23% silver and 14% copper. The proportion of gold is low among medieval gold rings 
but above the lowest percentage known (61%).

Fig. 1. Gold ring found at Hart, Co. Durham. Scale 4/1.

The ring (diameter 21 mm) has a semi-circular sectioned hoop decorated on the 
outside with a branch with pointed leaves emerging from each side and ending in 
three pointed leaves reserved against a cross-hatched background. The bezel of the 
ring is formed into the Lombardic letter h with the riser of the h pressed down over 
the main part of the letter. The stone encircled by the lower half of the letter h is 
a garnet. The ends of the terminals of the letter are rounded. The formation of the 
bezel in the shape of an initial is an unusual one and does not appear to have any 
close parallels among late medieval English rings. It is an example of the increasing 
elaboration of the late medieval treatment of bezels of rings as opposed to the more 
repetitive types of the 13th century.

The decoration on the exterior of the hoop is very similar to that on a ring found 
in Cambridge in the late 19th century (British Museum AF 891).2 This (fig. 2) has 
a similar design of a branch ending in three stylized pointed leaves set against a cross 
hatched background. The close similarity between the two rings suggests that they 
are probably from the same workshop. The oval bezel of the Cambridge ring has 
the letter ihc (ihesus) in black letter reserved against a background that has been 
engraved for enamel.



The Cambridge ring has been dated to the early 16th century. The shape of the 
letters on the bezel suggests that it is probably 14th or 15th century in date. Little 
work has been done on the chronology of letter forms engraved on rings but a com
parison with the letter forms on seal inscriptions collected by H. S. Kingsford suggests 
that the elaborate terminals of the letter h and the sharply curved downwards upper 
stroke of the letter c would suggest a date in the latter half of the 14th or early 
15th century.3

The initial h on the Hart ring is Lombardic rather than black letter. It is clear 
from Kingsford’s study that Lombardic continued to be used after the introduction 
of black letter particularly for initials. Indeed from the letter forms that he reproduces 
the most appropriate period for the appearance of the two forms of h together is 
the second half of the fourteenth century. The similarity of the hoops of these two 
rings suggest that they were produced at the same time, and the use of the two different 
letter forms suggests that the Hart ring was probably made in the late 14th century.
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