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Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement
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Anonymous, Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgment, ca. 1260-70, from  <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/471975> [accessed 29 December 2025]


[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement (ca. 1260-70) is a devotional object carved in high relief from elephant ivory. Likely produced in Paris, France, the diptych now resides in the Cloisters Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. The two thick ivory panels telescope two central themes of medieval Christian belief: the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement. The introspective nature of such programmatic themes reflects medieval private religious practices, in which viewers use such iconography to contemplate salvation, sin, and divine justice. This commentary will demonstrate how visual imagery mediated theological ideas in the medieval world. 

A diptych is an object composed of two equal-sized plates, often held together by hinges: the simile of a book is frequently used to describe such an object. Initially, a diptych was used as a writing tablet, with wax stored in the hollowed interior of the plates. On its reverse would often be relief work of portraits and historical or symbolic scenes. During the late Roman Empire, it was commonplace for a diptych to commemorate the appointment of a new consul, though this practice ceased in 541. It was these ‘consular diptychs’ that were repurposed for Christian purposes.[footnoteRef:1] An early Christian church practice required a list of persons, living or deceased, who needed to be remembered liturgically to be inscribed on diptychs.[footnoteRef:2]  By the Middle Ages, a diptych’s dual structure increasingly invited the pairing of iconographic Biblical themes, summarising complex theological ideas into a single, easily viewable object. It was less likely to find one singular theme divided over two panels of a diptych than it was to find a combination of two partitioned, yet complementary, themes. Though it became common to see the Redemption of Christ summarised in its entirety in a single diptych in many fourteenth and early fifteenth-century diptychs, the prominence of specific Biblical scenes over others often depended on the diptych's place of origin. For example, combining the Crucifixion with the Coronation of the Virgin was more common in French Gothic diptychs.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Ian Chilvers, The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 3rd edn. (Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 208. <https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/The_Oxford_Dictionary_of_Art_and_Artists.html?id=WYaRX58a0_IC&redir_esc=y> [accessed 29 December 2025]]  [2:  Britannica Editors, ‘diptych’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 17 November 2017 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/diptych> [accessed 30 December 2025]]  [3:  Victor M. Schmidt, Diptychs and Supplicants: Precedents and Contexts of Fifteenth-Century Devotional Diptychs, ed. by John Oliver Hand and Ron Spronk (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006), p. 16. <https://www.academia.edu/31890029/Diptychs_and_Supplicants_Precedents_and_Contexts_of_Fifteenth_Century_Devotional_Diptychs_in_Essays_in_Context_Unfolding_the_Netherlandish_Diptych_eds_John_Oliver_Hand_and_Ron_Spronk_Cambridge_Harvard_University_Art_Museums_New_Haven_and_London_Yale_University_Press_2006_pp_14_31?source=swp_share> [accessed 30 December 2025]] 


The diptych in question, Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement, follows the expected conventions of a French Gothic diptych. The left panel of the diptych depicts the Coronation of the Virgin. Pictured sharing a throne, the Virgin Mary receives a crown from a descending angel as Christ raises his hand “in a gesture of benediction.”[footnoteRef:4] While Mary’s sitting position is frontal, the upper half of her body turns toward Jesus, and her hands are joined in prayer, her head slightly lowered. The Coronation of the Virgin highlights one of Mary’s renowned characteristics, her humility, and was a highly popular image in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Though certain elements varied, such as the figure crowning Mary, which alternated between Christ and one or more angels, this image became prevalent in diptych imagery. In later depictions of this scene, Mary’s growing humility is emphasised by showing her on her knees as she receives the crown from Christ. This scene became the progeny of the Triumph of the Virgin, an earlier image of Mary and Christ in which Mary is already crowned as they share the throne. Although both images, the Coronation and the Triumph, are similar enough to both be accredited as the ‘Coronation’ by many scholars, the meaning shifted from one image to another. Subtle changes contrast with the regal, majestic Mary as she sits upon the throne in the Triumph, such as the humble, submissive bending of Mary’s head as Christ places the crown upon her in the Coronation. Such changes affirm Christ’s authority over Mary.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement, <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/471975> [accessed 2 January 2026]]  [5:  Penny Schine Gold, The lady & the Virgin: image, attitude, and experience in twelfth-century France (The University of Chicago Press, 1985) <https://www-fulcrum-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/concern/monographs/p8418n46q#reviews> [accessed 2 January 2026]] 


Beneath the scene of the Coronation of the Virgin, angels guide blessed souls to a ladder, while another angel appears to welcome these souls into Heaven. Many theologians, such as Saint Augustine, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, and Richard of Saint Laurent, have linked Mary to the Ladder to Heaven. Particularly Saint Bernard, who described Mary as the ladder “through the steps (of humility) the angels climb and elevate men who rise up.”[footnoteRef:6] The theme of divine justice continues onto the right panel of the diptych. Central to this panel is Christ, revealing the wounds he received during the Crucifixion. Two angels descend from above to present three nails, the lance of Longinus, and the cross. These attributes lend themselves to the iconographic type of the Man of Sorrows with the Instruments of Passion, the Arma Christi.[footnoteRef:7] Between the early thirteenth and the early sixteenth centuries, the image of the Man of Sorrows was one of the most emotive devotional images in Europe. It encouraged medieval religious piety by depicting Christ’s “plight and obedience to God’s will.”[footnoteRef:8] Christ is seated upon a throne, the crowned Virgin Mary and Saint John the Evangelist kneeling at either side. In this image, Christ appears as both the sorrowful, suffering Messiah and the divine judge of human souls. His gaze is set downward at the scene beneath him, in the lower register of the right panel. A pair of angels blow trumpets to raise the dead from their graves to receive judgment. To the right of this scene is a small alcove in which three damned souls are driven into Hell by demons.  [6:  Charles T Little, Images in Ivory: Precious Objects of the Gothic Age (The Detroit Institute of Arts; Princeton University Press, 1997) p.131 <https://archive.org/details/imagesinivorypre0000unse/page/131/mode/1up?q=ladder> [accessed 2 January 2026]]  [7:  Appleton, Leroy H. and Stephen Bridges, Symbolism in liturgical art (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959) p.49 <https://archive.org/details/symbolisminlitur00appl/page/48/mode/2up?q=passion> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [8:  Emily-Jan Anderson and others, Visible Exports / Imports: New Research on Medieval and Renaissance European Art and Culture (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012) p.210 <https://archive.org/details/visibleexportsim0000emil/page/210/mode/2up?q=sorrows> [accessed 4 January 2026]] 


This diptych was created with the intention of being an object of the private contemplation and devotion of its owner and is therefore a ‘devotional diptych’.[footnoteRef:9] Its depiction of divine judgment likely encouraged its viewers to pray to the Virgin Mary, asking to join the queue to ascend the Ladder to Heaven when the time came, rather than be driven into Hell by demons.[footnoteRef:10] However, while there is a clear distinction between private and public in the modern day, this is not necessarily the case for the late Middle Ages. In fact, public and private spheres constantly overlapped. Therefore, these devotional diptychs could function within public liturgical contexts, allowing for personal prayer during Mass. The presence of  “accessories of public worship, the altar, the Missal, and the retable”[footnoteRef:11] alongside objects of personal devotion implies that devotion itself was not necessarily private, but rather personal within a public setting. This allowed for these diptychs to be temporarily displayed and easily transportable between functional contexts.  [9:  Victor M. Schmidt, Diptychs and Supplicants, p.24]  [10:  H.W. van Os, The Art of Devotion in the Late Middle Ages in Europe, 1300-1500, (Princeton University Press, 1994) p.26 <https://archive.org/details/artofdevotioninl1994oshw/page/n7/mode/2up> [accessed 4 January 2026]]  [11: Victor M. Schmidt, Diptychs and Supplicants, p.25] 


These devotional diptychs were, in most instances, gender-specific: women owned personal prayer books, whereas men owned devotional diptychs. Such men would be heads of a family, or officials, either civic or religious.[footnoteRef:12] The material of such diptychs further emphasises this: ivory. In mid-thirteenth-century France, an increase in the availability of ivory was observed due to changes in trade routes. Consequently, elephant husks from the Swahili coast of Africa arrived in Europe. This journey, which traversed two seas and two oceans, was not easy and was often very long, which was reflected in the price and prestige of ivory. The bible considered ivory as a luxurious material of foreign glory, enhancing its appeal. The rarity of ivory in the twelfth century also likely contributed to its appeal. To create an ivory diptych, the patron would purchase the ivory and then, with a general iconographic or thematic concept in mind, would commission an artisan to complete the work. Such an artisan was not always a sculptor, but a skilful artist nonetheless, such as an illuminator.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Victor M. Schmidt, Diptychs and Supplicants, p.25]  [13:  Sarah M. Guérin, ‘Tears of Compunction” French Gothic Ivories in Devotional Practice’, (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Toronto, 2009) <https://utoronto.scholaris.ca/items/490dda9d-0313-49a4-878c-d89e049c2d53> [accessed 4 January 2026]] 


Art historian Hans Belting argues, in his book Likeness and Presence, that the progression from religious images to modern art was not linear and that images from the Middle Ages are not ‘art’ in the sense that images are ‘art’ today.[footnoteRef:14] In fact, the emergence of private devotional images marked a significant shift in visual culture as we know it today. Images were removed from collective, church-controlled contexts and instead used in private settings, at home and in personal prayer. Such images were made for a private gaze, which prompted a new aesthetic of imagery, one that was more intimate, detailed, and emotionally engaging. While this began with Books of Hours, personal prayer books that included imagery and were designed for individual users, it continued with devotional pictures, where owners would often insert themselves into the image. Such images would reflect personal identity and piety. Belting, therefore, suggests that private ownership of religious images fostered a new aesthetic sensibility that contributed to later ideas about art.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before the Era of Art (University of Chicago Press, 1994) <https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Likeness_and_Presence.html?id=kuWm7jVWFiEC&redir_esc=y> [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [15:  Hans Belting, ‘Iconic Presence. Images in Religious Traditions’, Material Religion (2016) pp. 235-237 https://doi.org/10.1080/17432200.2016.1172769 [accessed  January 2026]] 


Belting’s Likeness and Presence, however, was met with criticism from fellow scholars, who claimed that, by implying a direct progression from religious imagery to art, his thesis was too teleological and neat. In a review for The Medieval Review, Jaroslav Folda and Jo Wetter note that Belting’s framework, though useful, privileges cult-images understood as ‘living presences’, such as miraculous icons or Acheiropoieta, at the expense of narrative and devotional imagery, such as diptychs.[footnoteRef:16] Designed for personal prayer, diptychs require an approach that accounts for intimacy and narrative engagement. [16:  Jaroslav Folda and Kathy Jo Wetter, Review of Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, trans. by Edmund Jephcott (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1994), The Medieval Review(1995), https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/tmr/article/view/14294 [accessed 5 January 2026] ] 


In conclusion, the late-thirteenth-century Diptych with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Last Judgement demonstrates how medieval devotional objects combined image, material, and use to communicate complex theological ideas. The meaning of the diptych emerges through its use. Its dual narrative structure allowed viewers to meditate on multiple interconnected theological ideas at once. For example, the diptych in question invokes the Virgin Mary as the intercessor for human souls, to whom one prays for admittance into Heaven. Thus, the diptych exemplifies medieval visual culture, where images were activated through intimate engagement rather than passive observation.  Positioned within the context of Gothic ivory carving in the thirteenth century, this diptych illustrates the role that private and elite ownership played in shaping the production, form, and aesthetics of devotional images, from public liturgical images to private, visual culture. This diptych offers insight into how medieval people experienced images: as Hans Belting argues, the diptych can be understood as a tool through which individuals encountered images physically, emotionally, and intellectually. Ultimately, the study of such objects highlights the central role that visual culture plays in understanding the spiritual, social, and aesthetic lives of medieval people. 
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