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Research of design features of memento mori rings

PhD Yevheniia HOLOVCHANSKA, Tatiana KUCHER, student, 
Dr. Maryna KOLOSNICHENKO, Kyiv National University of Technology 

and Design, Ukraine

The theme of memory and sorrow can be traced in the art of jewellery 
since antiquity and had several meanings: romantic (until death do us 
part), mourning (in memory of the deceased), philosophical (memento 
mori, remember death). This type of ring still serves as a memorable 
element of death in the tribes of Africa, Mexico, in the subcultures of the 
Goths and Punks.

Memento mori rings were especially popular in the 17th century, in the 
Baroque era and in the second half of the 18th century when the ideas of 
sentimentalism prevailed in literature and art. At this time, clear canons 
of memorial ornaments were formed, and in the second half of the 19th 
century ‒ mourning etiquette, which strictly regulated jewellery.

In ancient Greece, rings were decorated with images of skeletons, 
skulls, cupids with torches, symbolic stones. Sometimes rings were 
made in the secret holes, where curls of hair were placed, endowing it 
with the magical power of communication with deceased loved ones. In 
the Middle Ages, images of skulls and skeletons on rings were decorated 
with black enamel and quotations from scripture or words of sorrow. The 
rim of the ring was covered with black enamel engraved with the image of 
laurel or acanthus. In the 18th century in the design of rings began to use 
images of other plants ‒ forget-me-not, immortelle, hyacinth, ivy, poppy, 
which were cut from black onyx, laid out of turquoise, halves of pearls or 
diamonds in black enamel, from strands of hair.

In the 19th century, mourning rings with curls decorated with enamel 
appeared in England: white for children and those who did not have time 
to get married, black for married people. Other rings had a base (oval, 
round, rarely square), where on a background of coloured foil (silk) thin 
gold wire, small pearls, rhinestones laid out memorable initials. The top 
of the image was covered with a crystal plate or glass.

Thus, the design features of the memento mori ring from antiquity to 
the 19th century are studied.

Key words: ring, jewellery design, memento mori, mourning etiquette.
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