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Abstract 

This study weaves together the visual splendor of Florentine religious art and the vibrant spirit 

of the Epiphany, tracing an artistic evolution that begins with Fra Angelico’s Linaioli Tabernacle 

and culminates in Filippo Lippi’s altarpiece and the Medici Magi Chapel. At the heart of this 

narrative lies a dazzling interplay of divine revelation: the Nativity, as celebrated by the journey 

of the Magi, and the Baptism of Christ, heralded by the fervent call of John the Baptist. Far from 

a mere catalog of iconographic details, this research reveals how these works collectively 

transform sacred moments into a dynamic dialogue of power and piety that defined Renaissance 

Florence. 

Fra Angelico’s early innovations establish a luminous foundation—where celestial symbols 

descend to meet earthly adoration—setting the stage for Lippi’s evocative reimagining. In Lippi’s 

work, a youthful John the Baptist, with his dramatic, pointed gesture, becomes an arresting 

emblem of personal and communal renewal, echoing the transformative spirit of the Epiphany 

celebrated each January 6th. Here, the act of pointing is more than a biblical reference; it is an 

invitation to join a journey of revelation and redemption. 

The narrative reaches its apotheosis in the Medici Magi Chapel, where art and politics converge. 

Set against the sacred backdrop of San Marco—Florence’s key religious and civic institution—

this private chapel becomes a stage for the Medici’s grand vision, one in which the regal 

procession of the Magi mirrors their own divinely sanctioned ascent to power. The lion, 

emblematic of Saint Mark and of Florentine strength, roars throughout the iconography, while 

the storied florin—adorned with the city’s giglio on one side and the resolute figure of John the 

Baptist on the other—serves as a constant reminder that economic might and spiritual authority 

are inseparably intertwined. 

By reinterpreting and expanding upon themes first explored by Fra Angelico, Lippi and his 

successors not only celebrate the miracles of Christ’s revelation but also recast the Day of 

Epiphany as a festival of divine destiny and civic renewal. This study invites readers to 

experience how, in Renaissance Florence, the sacred and the secular merged into an enduring 

testament to a city’s luminous legacy—a legacy where art, faith, and power dance together in a 
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vibrant celebration of life’s most transcendent mysteries. In setting this stage, the research also 

anticipates a further exploration of Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks, a work that, with its 

refined iconography and potent symbolism, emerges as a powerful testament to Medici 

hegemony and retribution. 

 

Fra Angelico’s Linaioli Tabernacle: Overview  

Fra Angelico’s Tabernacle of the Linaioli (1433–1435), now located in the Museum of San Marco, 

was a public shrine commissioned by the Florence linen weavers’ guild (Arte dei Linaioli). It 

consists of a marble aedicula (designed by Lorenzo Ghiberti) crowned with an image of God the 

Father, with a painted panel of the Madonna and Child enthroned with curtains, surrounded by 

twelve musical angels (Figure 1). The tabernacle has two hinged shutter doors painted in rich 

colors and gold. When closed, the exterior displays two standing figures, Saint Mark and Saint 

Peter; when opened, it reveals two more figures on the reverse (interior) sides of the doors 

flanking the central Madonna, John the Baptist (reverse of Saint Mark), and again, strangely, 

Saint Mark (now the reverse of Saint Peter). Below, a three-scene predella completes the 

iconography. The predella at the base of the Linaioli Tabernacle contains three narrative panels, 

the two outermost illustrate pivotal moments related to St. Mark, the middle illustrate the 

Epiphany of Christ to the Magi, which I propose is the ‘theme’ of the work. 
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Figure 1 

 

The Central Panel 

Fra Angelico’s composition presents the Virgin Mary as the Maestà (Madonna enthroned), with 

the Christ Child as Salvator Mundi, holding an orb and framed by sumptuous, brocaded 

curtains. This regal imagery, emphasizing Mary’s role as the dwelling place of God, was a motif 

Fra Angelico would revisit at San Marco, particularly in his Sacra Conversazione and Altarpiece 

at San Marco, both commissioned by Cosimo de’ Medici and further reinforcing the Dominican 

and civic ties between Florence, the Medici, and St. Mark (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 

Above the Virgin, God the Father is depicted as the Alpha and Omega, raising His right hand in 

blessing and symbolically sending forth the Holy Spirit at Christ’s baptism. The dove, 

descending from His presence, moves through a canopy of nighttime stars, revealed by parted 

curtains (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3 

This motif unites two key biblical moments: the dove that descended at Christ’s Baptism, when 

the heavens were said to be “split open,” and the Star of Bethlehem, which numerous Church 

Fathers understood as either an angel or the Holy Spirit—a celestial ‘being’ that descended from 

the sky upon Christ’s manger to act as an exact pointer for the Magi. Consequently, the role of 
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the star in leading the Magi from the East mirrors John the Baptist’s angelic act in the 

wilderness, where he literally points out Christ with his finger after preparing the way for His 

ministry. This thematic parallel, drawing on the convergence of divine guidance and ultimate 

revelation, is celebrated each year on January 6th—the Feast of the Epiphany—at San Marco, 

where the Visit of the Magi and the Baptism of the Lord merge in both liturgy and communal 

festivities. In Angelico’s tabernacle, if one visually traces the Father/ Dove line of descent 

downward into the predella, it flows through Christ’s open hand (mimicking the Father’s open 

hand / will) and falls perfectly within the central panel depicting the gathering of the Magi 

adoring the Christ Child in the manger (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 
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Meanwhile, to the left, John the Baptist extends his hand, pointing toward the Christ Child 

(Figure 5). The pointing finger of John was an iconic motif throughout Christendom, but 

nowhere more so than in Florence, the City of John—a city where, through the influence of 

Cosimo de’ Medici, John the Baptist’s own finger had recently been obtained and enshrined 

within the Baptistery of San Giovanni. This relic, venerated as the very finger that pointed to 

Christ and proclaimed, “Behold the Lamb of God!”, heightened not only the symbolic 

importance of John’s gesture in Florentine visual culture, devotion, and civic identity after 1430, 

but also Medici prestige. 

 

Figure 5 

This theme is further accentuated by the presence of Saint Mark to the right, whose Gospel 

opens precisely with John’s angelic roar to repentance.  

“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God; As it is written in the prophets, 

Behold, I send my angel before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee. The voice 

of one roaring in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths 

straight.  John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the 

remission of sins.” 
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The deliberate placement of Mark and John—the voice crying in the wilderness alongside the 

Evangelist who recorded that voice—reinforces the Florentine synthesis of civic and religious 

identity. By merging the two great epiphanies—the adoration of Christ by the Magi and His 

baptism by John—into a singular, theological vision, Fra Angelico’s composition not only 

celebrates divine revelation but also affirms Florence’s unique role as a city invested with the 

lion-like spirit of John the Baptist, heralding Christ to the world. 

Throughout Fra Angelico’s altarpiece, the Epiphany theme is unmistakable—a fusion of the 

Magi’s visit and Christ’s baptism, each heralded by a descending angelic sign: the Star of 

Bethlehem and John the Baptist. Yet, while both the Star and John serve as divine messengers, 

their interpretive angelic nature is what makes them uniquely intertwined. 

• The first epiphany, signified by the Star of Bethlehem, was widely believed by the Church 

Fathers, including Chrysostom, to have been an angelic being disguised as a star. The 

star’s descent from heaven led the Magi to Christ, where they fell in adoration at His feet. 

• The second epiphany, revealed through John the Baptist, aligns with the words of Mark’s 

Gospel, which declares: “Behold, I send My angel before Your face, who shall prepare Your 

way before You” (Mark 1:2). Because of this passage, John, in his office as the ideal 

preacher, was not only compared to an angel—but by Origen he was actually believed to 

be an embodied one. Whether understood as a literal embodied angel or a figurative 

angel, tradition, because of the biblical text,  frequently referred to John, and quite often, 

preachers in general, as an angel.1 

 
1 Origen: “Those who hold this view will say that since persons are styled angels who are manifestly men, as when Zechariah 
says, “The messenger of the Lord, I am with you, saith the Lord Almighty,” and as it is written of John the Baptist, “Behold I send 
My messenger before thy face,” the angels (messengers) of God are so called on account of their office… and it certainly adds 
weight to our argument about the Baptist, to the effect that as Isaiah’s voice declares he is an angel who assumed a body for 
the sake of bearing witness to the light.” Bede: But John the Baptist is called an angel not by community of nature, according to 
the heresy of Origen, but by the dignity of his office…. It is evident that all who are priests may be their office of preaching the 
Gospel be called angels, as the prophet Malachi says, “The lips of the priest keep knowledge, and they seek the law at his mouth, 
because he is the Angel of the Lord of hosts…. John is called an angel, because he went before the face of the Lord by his 
preaching… For whosoever preaches a right faith and good works, what else does he do, but prepare the way for the Lord’s 
coming to the hearts of His hearers?” Tertulian: “The Spirit, speaking in the person of the Father, through the prophet, calls the 
forerunner of Christ, John the Baptist, an “angel,”  saying  “Behold, I send mine angel before thy face who shall prepare thy way 
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John’s angelic descent was further emphasized through the common medieval comparison of 

preachers to angels on Jacob’s Ladder, where angels ascend and descend between heaven and 

earth. Preachers, like angels, were seen as divine intermediaries, bringing God’s word from the 

heights of heaven down to the people below. In this way, John was not only heaven’s herald, but 

also a descending angel in the truest sense—his very presence in the wilderness, his message of 

repentance, and his act of pointing to Christ were all seen as emblematic angelic movements, 

mirroring the descent of the Star of Bethlehem. 

Thus, in the Feast of Epiphany, these two angelic epiphanies are brought into harmony: 

• The Star descends from the heavens to illuminate Christ’s birthplace, leading the Magi to 

adoration. 

• John the Baptist descends from the wilderness to proclaim Christ’s arrival, leading the 

people to repentance. 

Just as the Star of Bethlehem came down from the celestial heights and stood over the manger, 

pointing the Magi to Christ, so too did John descend (from heaven / mountains) to the river in 

the Jordan Valley, where, lifting his finger, he pointed to Christ and declared: “Behold, the Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Both descended from ‘above’, both 

pointed directly to the Savior, and both ushered in the revelation of Christ to the world. By 

visually and doctrinally merging these two angelic revelations, Fra Angelico and Lippi (his late 

contemporary), uniquely reinforced the Church’s understanding of Epiphany as the moment 

when Christ was made known to the world through two divine messengers—one as a heavenly 

 
before Thee.” It is not a novel practice for the Holy Spirit to call those “angels” whom God has appointed as ministers of His 
power. For the same John is called not merely an “angel” of Christ, but also a “lamp” shining before Christ. Gregory the Great: 
“So too Jacob, the Lord looking down from above, and oil being poured down on the stone, saw angels ascending and 
descending the ladder; to signify, that true preachers not only aspire in contemplation to the holy head of the Church, that is to 
the Lord, above, but also descend in commiseration downward to His members.” Aquinas: “Let us recollect the Old Testament 
account. Jacob saw in a dream a ladder reaching from earth to heaven; the Lord resting upon it, and the angels ascending and 
descending upon it… [for Christ said] for thou shalt see the heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon 
the Son of man…. Good preachers, however, who preach Christ, are as angels of God; for they ascend and descend upon the Son 
of man…. the angels are, according to Augustine, the preachers of Christ….  In order that they might ascend and descend, the 
heavens were opened, because heavenly graces must be given to preachers if they are to ascend and descend” 
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light that led seekers to adore Him, the other as an angelic preacher calling souls to prepare for 

Him. 

Shutter Panels (Exterior / Closed) 

On the exterior panels of the Linaioli Tabernacle, visible when the doors are closed, Fra Angelico 

depicted St. Mark the Evangelist on the left and St. Peter on the right (Figure 6). St. Mark, 

holding his Gospel book, is painted with subtle three-dimensional perspective, while behind 

him, a lion crouches discreetly, reinforcing his traditional evangelist symbol. Opposite him, St. 

Peter is depicted with both hands firmly grasping the Scriptures (the Epistles), emphasizing his 

apostolic authority. 

Both figures are rendered nearly life-size with sculptural presence, evoking the statues of patron 

saints housed in the niches of Orsanmichele, Florence’s primary guild church. The linen weavers’ 

guild (Arte dei Linaioli) had long venerated St. Mark as their patron, a devotion most famously 

reflected in their commissioning of Donatello’s St. Mark (San Marco) statue for their prominent 

exterior niche at Orsanmichele (ca. 1415). This niche, constructed around 1413, was elaborately 

decorated with the guild’s stemma—a winged lion—at eye level, ensuring that viewers could 

immediately recognize Donatello’s statue as St. Mark via his symbol (Figure 7). 
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Figure 6 
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Figure 7 

The artistic greatness of Donatello’s San Marco has been acknowledged by almost every 

Donatello scholar, and the evolutionary significance of his St. Mark would be difficult to 

exaggerate. Not only does it mark the first clear-cut break with the tradition of the International 

Style in Donatello's œuvre; as the earliest unequivocal instance of a Renaissance figure, 

antedating Masaccio by some crucial eight years, its impact must have been tremendous. Nor 

was this impact confined to the early 15th century. The written sources, from the XIV uomini 

singhularj to Bocchi’s Bellezze, show clearly enough that the St. Mark was the first work of 

Donatello — indeed, the first Renaissance statue—to achieve “legendary” fame. For what these 

authors have to tell about this figure must be understood, not as factual truths per se but as 

legends reflecting the fame of Donatello’s St. Mark in tangible form. That the St. Mark held the 

first place among the Orsanmichele statues done in the buona maniera moderna, is evidenced 

further by the story, reported in Gelli and again in Vasari's Vita, that Michelangelo said he had 

never seen a more convincing image of an honest man than this statue of Saint Mark. 
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Fra Angelico’s inclusion of St. Peter alongside Mark on the closed tabernacle reflects the close 

bond between them: according to Church tradition, Mark was an “interpreter” of Peter, writing 

down Peter’s teachings in his Gospel. The tabernacle’s predella makes this connection explicit, 

depicting “St. Peter dictating the Gospel to St. Mark”. In that predella scene, Peter preaches from 

a wooden pulpit while Mark sits writing, underscoring that Mark’s Gospel was viewed as the 

recorded witness of Peter’s sermons. This emphasis on apostolic authority (through Peter) 

bolsters the guild’s image as upholding true faith, and it foreshadows Mark’s evangelical mission. 

Shutter Panels (Interior) 

When the doors are opened, two different saints appear on the inside faces (Figure 8). The left 

interior shutter, the reverse side of Saint Mark on the exterior, features St. John the Baptist, 

however the right interior shutter, as the reverse of St. Peter on the exterior—significantly—

features St. Mark again (confounded early sources misidentified this figure as St. John the 

Evangelist, but it is indeed Mark). In other words, St. Mark is depicted twice in the tabernacle – 

once on the outside, left side, and once on the inside, right side. Indeed, confounding. The guild 

deliberately chose to honor Mark’s importance by showing him in both states of the tabernacle. 

As one 19th-century scholar noted, because St. Mark was the guild’s protector, “they wished that 

whether the tabernacle were open or closed, he should be always in their sight”. Thus, Mark 

stands to the viewer’s left when the doors are shut, and to the viewer’s right beside the Madonna 

when the doors are open, ensuring the guild’s patron is ever-present in the display with his 

iconic lion, the city patron ‘animal’. On the inside left, St. John the Baptist is portrayed, 

identifiable by his coarse garments and the reed cross he holds. John the Baptist’s inclusion is 

immediately significant: he was (and is) the patron saint of Florence, the City of John, revered as 

the city’s protector. By placing John the Baptist on the reverse of Saint Mark, and again across 

from him, inside the tabernacle, the guild’s devotional image also paid homage to the broader 

community’s patron saint, intertwining civic pride with religious reverence. 
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Figure 8 

Predella Scenes 

The predella at the base of the Linaioli Tabernacle contains three narrative panels, each 

illustrating a pivotal moment related to St. Mark and Christ’s manifestation (Figure 9). From left 

to right, they depict: (1) St. Peter Preaching, with St. Mark Recording his Sermons, (2) the 

Adoration of the Magi, and (3) the Martyrdom of St. Mark. The Adoration of the Magi 

(Epiphany) scene at the center is particularly significant—not only does it convey the universal 

message of faith’s expansion to all nations, with the Magi symbolizing the Gentiles coming to 

Christ, but it also holds deep local and symbolic resonance within Florence (a gentile city). From 

the late 14th century, Florence celebrated the Feast of the Epiphany with a grand civic-religious 
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procession of ‘Magi’, beginning at the Baptistery of San Giovanni and culminating at San Marco, 

where the infant Christ was ceremonially “adored”. Since the guild’s patron was St. Mark (San 

Marco), it was only fitting that the Convent and Church of San Marco north of the Baptistery—

being the only major Florentine church dedicated to their patron and the focal point of this 

Epiphany festival—held a place of special significance for the guild. 

 

Figure 9 

The decision to depict the Epiphany as the central predella scene is far from arbitrary; rather, 

as demonstrated above, it serves as a deliberate affirmation of the guild’s patronage, 

Florence’s civic and religious identity, and the unique role of San Marco in the city’s 

spiritual landscape. More than just a narrative choice, it acts as the thematic key to the 

entire tabernacle, unlocking its deeper layers of meaning. 

Furthermore, this placement symbolically aligns the guild’s devotion to their patron, St. Mark, 

with one of the most celebrated traditions in Florentine religious life. The prominence of the 

Epiphany at the center—rather than a more conventional Passion scene or a depiction of St. 

Mark writing his Gospel—highlights the guild’s distinct identity and their affinity for the 

theological link between St. Mark and John the Baptist. In this context, John’s role as the 

forerunner and baptizer of Christ takes on heightened significance, reinforcing the concept of 

revelation that defines the Feast of Epiphany itself. Just as the roar of John prepared the way for 

Christ’s ministry, and just as the Magi were led by the star to recognize the divine, so too does 

this tabernacle visually articulate Florence’s role, as a city chosen to herald Christ to the world. 

The Martyrdom of St. Mark in the right predella panel portrays Mark’s death in Alexandria, 

where he was dragged through the streets by his persecutors. Fra Angelico included a dramatic 

detail from Mark’s legend—a miraculous hailstorm sent by God to punish his executioners, 
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represented by white hailstones falling from above. This almost cinematic rendering was highly 

unusual in Florentine painting at the time, with some contemporaries comparing its expressive 

intensity to the narrative works of Sassetta in Siena. The scene serves to underline Mark’s 

sanctity and divine protection, emphasizing that his martyrdom was not merely a moment of 

suffering but also one of miraculous intervention and ultimate triumph. 

In sum, the predella serves as a visual encapsulation of St. Mark’s mission, beginning with his 

Gospel-writing under St. Peter’s guidance, culminating in his martyrdom, and centering on the 

Adoration of Christ in the Epiphany. This structural arrangement of the Epiphany scene subtly 

reinforces John the Baptist’s role in revealing Christ to the world at His baptism, just as the Magi 

represent Christ’s first revelation to the Gentiles. The deliberate juxtaposition of these events 

mirrors the dual celebration of Christ’s Baptism and the Visit of the Magi on January 6th, a date 

that held deep theological and liturgical significance. 

 

St. Mark and St. John the Baptist: The “Roaring” Voice and the Lion 

The dual pairing of St. Mark with St. John the Baptist (who is both behind Mark and alongside 

Mark), in this tabernacle’s iconography is rich with symbolic meaning. In Christian tradition, 

each of the four evangelists is associated with one of the four winged creatures from Ezekiel’s 

vision: Matthew with a man, Luke with an ox, John with an eagle, and Mark with a lion. St. 

Mark’s symbol is the lion, often depicted with wings, and a longstanding explanation for this is 

tied directly to John the Baptist (Figure 10). This association explains why Fra Angelico painted a 

lion crouching “behind” Mark on the exterior panel. 

Mark’s Gospel uniquely begins with John the Baptist preaching in the wilderness (Mark 1:1-4), 

fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy of a “voice crying out in the desert.” Numerous early commentators, 

including Jerome, likened John’s powerful proclamation to the roar of a lion, leading to the 

tradition that Mark’s Gospel is “the one that begins with a roar”, in contrast to the more subdued 
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openings of the other Gospels.2 As a theological summary, Mark’s symbol is a winged lion 

because his Gospel begins with the story of John the Baptist who, like a roaring lion, called 

people to repent. The fierce, prophetic voice of John crying out in the wilderness at the opening 

of Mark’s gospel became emblematic of Mark’s evangelistic spirit, where the Baptist’s call for 

repentance was the first announcement of the coming of Christ. 

 

Figure 10 

 

2 In Christian symbolism, the lion is famously associated with St. Mark the Evangelist, whose Gospel begins by describing St. John the 

Baptist’s preaching in the wilderness. The origin of this association lies in biblical exegesis of the “four living creatures” seen in Ezekiel 

(1:10) and Revelation (4:7). Church Fathers – notably St. Jerome and St. Gregory the Great – taught that the four creatures (Man, Lion, 

Ox, Eagle) prefigured the four Evangelists. Jerome, in the prologue to his Commentary on Matthew, explicitly assigns the lion to Mark, 

explaining that in Mark’s Gospel “the voice of a lion roaring in the desert is heard: ‘A voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare ye the 

way of the Lord…’. This is a direct reference to Mark 1:3, where John the Baptist is introduced as the voice crying out in the wilderness. 

Jerome’s interpretation was hugely influential – he connected Mark’s symbol to John the Baptist’s “roaring” proclamation, likening John’s 

cry to a lion’s roar that awakens the spiritually slumbering. St. Gregory the Great reiterated the same analogy at the start of his Homilies 

on Ezekiel, repeating Jerome’s ordering of the. Later commentators like St. Bede the Venerable and others followed suit. Bede writes that 

in Mark’s narrative, “the voice of a lion roaring in the wilderness is heard”, clearly identifying Mark’s emblem as the lion and linking it to 

John’s wilderness preaching (he likely draws from Jerome’s very words. This tradition became standard in Western Christianity and 

iconography: Mark is universally represented by a winged lion, often with a book (his Gospel) under its paw. The lion typically has wings 

in art to denote its heavenly, visionary origin (from Ezekiel’s cherubim and Revelation’s beasts). Importantly, the connection between 

Mark’s lion and John the Baptist was understood not as Mark depicting a lion, but that the thematic “roar” of John’s message gave Mark a 

lion-like voice in the quartet of Evangelists. 
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Fra Angelico’s inclusion of John the Baptist both behind and alongside Mark visually reinforces 

this ancient association (Figures 6 – 8). On the interior shutters, the two stand as a 

complementary pair: John the Baptist, the vox clamantis (voice crying out), and Mark the 

Evangelist, who echoes that cry through his written Gospel. In a sense, Mark, positioned on the 

right internal panel, represents the Christian evangelist, while John, on the left, embodies the 

Old Testament prophet and forerunner—together, they herald the arrival of Christ. This mirrors 

the very structure of Mark’s Gospel, which opens with John’s fiery call to repentance before 

transitioning immediately into the ministry of Jesus. 

By literally placing John the Baptist on the reverse side of Mark’s exterior panel, Fra Angelico and 

the commissioning guild underscore that Mark’s Gospel begins with John’s “roar” of repentance. 

The viewer opening the tabernacle would encounter Mark and John the Baptist flanking the 

Madonna and Child, visually replicating John’s historical role as the forerunner who announces 

Christ’s arrival. Just as John proclaimed “Behold the Lamb of God” at Christ’s baptism, here he 

visually proclaims Christ’s presence within the sacred interior of the tabernacle. Meanwhile, 

Mark stands ready to record and spread this good news. 

Thus, the “roar” of the Baptist is present in both symbol and reality: symbolically in the lion 

behind Mark, and literally in the figure of John the Baptist, standing behind Mark on the reverse 

panel. This artistic composition seamlessly connects the Evangelist with the Baptist’s cry, 

reinforcing the idea that John’s voice resounds through Mark’s Gospel just as it once resounded 

through the wilderness, preparing the way for Christ. 

The Marzocco 

The Marzocco, emblem of Florentine citizenry and government, is inextricably linked to the 

city's spiritual and civic identity. Every Florentine is baptized in the Baptistery of San Giovanni, 

known as the Temple of Saint John, which stands at the very heart of the city. This fact alone 

underscores the profound significance of John the Baptist as Florence’s divinely ordained 

protector, while the Marzocco—the lion of Florence—mirrors his role as both guardian and 

herald of truth. 
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It is no coincidence that Donatello carved his Marzocco not long after he sculpted his St. Mark 

for the Guild of Linen Weavers (Figure 11). Many have observed that the uncanny humanization 

of the lion in Donatello’s work was directly inspired by his earlier depiction of St. Mark, further 

linking the Baptist’s roaring call to repentance with the symbol of Florence’s republican strength. 

The connection between St. John, the Marzocco, and Florentine governance reflects the city’s 

long history of equating its political identity with spiritual legitimacy. 

Since the medieval commune period, John the Baptist had been officially recognized as 

Florence’s patron saint, replacing Mars, the city’s original pagan protector. According to legend, 

the very site of the Baptistery was once home to the Temple of Mars, Florence’s ancient patron 

deity. This transformation—from Mars to John, from paganism to Christianity—reinforced the 

idea that the city itself had been symbolically baptized, just like its people, marking a transition 

from a pagan past to a Christian future. In this way, the Marzocco is not merely a civic emblem 

but a symbol of Florence’s sacred renewal, where John the Baptist’s authority, the strength of the 

lion, and the spiritual destiny of the city converge into one enduring identity. 

By the 13th century, John the Baptist’s image and attributes were omnipresent throughout 

Florence, most notably on the gold Florin, the city’s economic lifeblood, where his figure 

sanctified every transaction and broadcasted Florentine identity across Europe. His presence in 

civic art, guild commissions, and religious imagery was so frequent that the examples are too 

numerous to list. However, by prominently featuring John the Baptist and Saint Mark (the lion) 

in the Linaioli Tabernacle, the linen weavers’ guild (Arte dei Linaioli) was unmistakably aligning 

their tabernacle with Florence’s civic-religious identity and, by extension, the Marzocco.  

To Florentine viewers, John the Baptist’s presence in the Linaioli Tabernacle would have been 

immediately recognized as an homage to the city itself, reinforcing his role as Florence’s patron 

and protector. Yet within the context of Mark’s Gospel and its opening “roar”, John’s depiction 

carried an even deeper symbolic significance. The spiritual “roar” of Florentine faith, embodied 

by John the Baptist’s proclamation in the wilderness, found an echo in the guild’s own patronage 

of St. Mark. Just as John’s voice heralded Christ’s coming, so too did Mark’s Gospel carry that 
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message forward, making the pairing of Mark and John in the tabernacle a powerful visual 

statement of evangelization and civic identity. 

 

Figure 11 

Florence’s Marzocco—standing as a symbol of the city's republican governance and regional 

dominance—was crowned annually during the feast of St. John the Baptist, reinforcing the deep 

connection between the Lion and Florence’s patron saint. This ritual suggests that the Lion 

associated with San Marco (Saint Mark) and the Florentine Marzocco, both of which derive their 

names from Mars, were not entirely distinct symbols. Their shared thematic resonance would 

have been unmistakable to erudite or pious contemporaries, particularly those with close ties to 

the Epiphany festivals at San Marco, where the connection between St. Mark’s Gospel, John the 

Baptist’s proclamation, and the Florentine Republic’s sovereignty was reaffirmed through 

religious and civic spectacle. 
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The Magi Chapel: An Initiation into the Procession of Power 

The Medici’s Magi Chapel, the first private chapel of its kind in Florence, served as an exclusive 

sanctuary within the Medici palace, accessible only by invitation (see Figure 12). Adorned 

throughout with Medici emblems and featuring a striking interplay of green, red, and white 

stonework and décor—colors emblematic of the Medici livery—the chapel radiated a unique 

blend of artistic refinement and political symbolism. Unlike the grand public churches of 

Florence that catered to the masses, this intimate chapel was reserved solely for the Medici 

family and their trusted inner circle, forming an enclave where deep spiritual devotion and 

political authority converged seamlessly. To be invited into the Magi Chapel was far more than 

attending a private religious service; it was an initiation into the Medici’s inner sanctum, a 

symbolic entry into their privileged retinue—much like joining the sacred procession of the 

wealthy Magi, chosen to witness the Epiphany of Christ. Those who stood within this space 

found themselves immersed in an elaborate spectacle of revelation, where the Magi’s solemn 

pilgrimage to the Christ Child was a direct reflection of the Medici’s own pursuit of divine favor 

and earthly rule. 

This journey of revelation and power was not confined to the chapel walls. It played out visibly 

on the streets of Florence and the Italian peninsula, not only through political maneuvering and 

economic dominance but also through the grand public pageantry of the city’s biannual 

Epiphany celebration. This event—where the Medici aligned themselves with the Magi as 

divinely guided rulers—culminated at the Dominican convent of San Marco, the very institution 

they had funded and fortified as a spiritual and intellectual center of Medici rule in Florence. 

Thus, the Magi Chapel was not an isolated space of worship, but an intimate extension of the 

larger Medici narrative, where the family’s claim to power was both sanctified in ritual and 

reinforced in public spectacle. 
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Figure 12 

By 1460, the chapel’s walls had been magnificently adorned by Benozzo Gozzoli, a former pupil 

of Fra Angelico. This commission was no arbitrary choice. Fra Angelico, an Observant 

Dominican, had been long stationed at San Marco, where he and Gozzoli were the primary 

artists responsible for frescoing the entire convent under the patronage of Cosimo de’ Medici. 

The convent of San Marco, with its deeply embedded Medici ties, was a spiritual and intellectual 

stronghold where art, theology, and Medici power coalesced. Angelico’s painterly theology—

shaped by Dominican thought and Medici patronage—was well aligned with Cosimo’s vision, 

ensuring that Gozzoli, as Angelico’s disciple, would continue that legacy within the Medici’s own 

private chapel. This continuity was particularly evident given that just a few years earlier, 

Gozzoli had frescoed Cosimo’s personal double-cell at San Marco with a large Adoration of the 

Magi, reinforcing the Medici’s self-identification with the Magi and their Epiphany patronage 

(Figure 13). 
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Figure 13 

Thus, it is no coincidence that Gozzoli himself appears, with the Medici clan, within his own 

fresco in the Magi Chapel, self-portrayed on the East Wall as part of the Youngest Magus’ 

(Medici’s) procession. This inclusion is not merely an artistic signature but a deliberate visual 

statement—one that signals Gozzoli’s own participation in this initiated company. Just as the 

Magi journeyed toward the ‘Star’, so too does Gozzoli depict himself among the Medici’s 

privileged procession, subtly aligning himself with the family’s narrative of divine guidance and 

favor (Figure 14). 

In this sense, Gozzoli’s fresco does not simply illustrate a sacred procession—it enacts one, 

turning the chapel into an immersive theatrical pageant of revelation. Those who were privileged 

enough to enter the chapel, much like the Magi invited to the Nativity, were themselves drawn 

into the spectacle, becoming Magi-like witnesses to divine manifestation. Through Gozzoli’s 

careful arrangement, the viewer is not merely an observer, but an active participant in the 

Medici’s journey toward Epiphany and celestial destiny. 
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Figure 14 

The fresco cycle on the chapel’s east, south, and west walls was arranged with meticulous 

forethought. Each wall corresponds to one of the Magi and represents a distinct stage of life: 

• The east, aligned with the rising sun, symbolizes not only youth and the youngest Magus, 

but also serves as an unmistakable allusion to the Medici. The youngest Magus is adorned 

with Medici insignia, visually linking him to the family’s self-identification with the Magi 

as divinely guided rulers. Behind him, within the grand procession, are likenesses of 

Cosimo, Piero, and other key figures from their inner circle, reinforcing the notion that 

the Medici themselves are the rightful heirs to the wisdom, wealth, and divine favor 

embodied by the Magi’s journey. 

• The south, aligned with midday, represents maturity, where the Magus is in his prime. 

• The west, marked by the setting sun, signifies old age, depicted by the eldest Magus 

nearing the end of his journey. 
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The north wall stands apart from the procession itself, as it does not depict a Magus or a stage of 

life. Instead, it serves as the culmination of the journey, housing Filippo Lippi’s altarpiece—a 

Nativity-like scene encircled by adoring angels. This sacred image is set within an ornate 

enclosure above the altar, adorned with Medici insignia, including the diamond ring and the 

seven red palle (balls), which are echoed in the seven red seraphim above (Figure 15). At the base 

of the enclosure, the iconic declaration of John the Baptist—"Behold the Lamb of God, who takes 

away the sins of the world"—reinforces the altar’s spiritual harmony with Lippi’s painted scene. 

The deliberate placement of the altar on the north wall visually completes the narrative, 

emphasizing that the grand procession of the Magi on the surrounding walls ultimately leads to 

Christ. Their long pilgrimage finds its fulfillment in this sacred moment of epiphany. 

 

Figure 15 
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Yet within the Medici’s carefully crafted political-religious narrative, the north wall carries an 

even deeper significance: it subtly transforms all invited guests into participants in the Magi’s 

sacred journey. Those privileged enough to kneel at the altar in adoration of the Christ Child 

were, by extension, retracing the very steps of the Magi, symbolically completing the same 

pilgrimage. But crucially, this was not merely a journey to Christ—it was a life journey that found 

its culmination at the Medici’s own altar, within their private chapel. To stand in this space, to 

kneel in the secluded niche before the north wall’s altar, was to be initiated into the Medici’s 

divine procession—an alignment not only with the Magi but with the most powerful bankers in 

the world. 

Here, the Medici framed their dominion as one of heavenly ordination, a sacred kingship 

intertwined with Florence’s patron, John the Baptist. This divine authority was encoded even in 

the florin—the gold coin that fueled the world’s economy, yet bore unmistakable symbols of 

Florence’s spiritual and civic supremacy (Figure 16). On one side, the florin proclaimed Florentia, 

adorned with the city’s emblematic giglio; on the other, John the Baptist stood as Florence’s 

prophetic herald, his hand raised in gesture, pointing back to the opposite side, to the Iris / Lily 

symbol of ‘his’ city. In this, the message was clear: the wealth of the world—its commerce, its 

exchanges, its very lifeblood—was somehow connected to Florence and John the Baptist, and by 

extension, to the Medici. To kneel at this altar was to acknowledge that the Magi’s journey, and 

the world’s wealth, both found their fulfillment under the sign of the patron of Florence’s and 

his ruling house. 
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Figure 16 

This divine kingship associated with the Magi and the Medici was not merely an abstract 

theological idea—it was performed on the streets of Florence through public pageantry, where 

the Medici actively cast themselves as the Magi in the city’s biannual Epiphany celebrations. 

These grand spectacles, unfolding in a lavish procession through Florence, originally began at 

the Temple of San Giovanni (the Baptistery of Florence)—the city’s spiritual heart and the sacred 

domain of its patron, John the Baptist—and culminated at the Medici’s own Dominican 

stronghold, San Marco. 

The geographical alignment of these sites was deliberate: San Marco, the Medici-funded 

Dominican convent, stood immediately north of the Medici Palace, and so the placement of the 

altar at the north end of their chapel was no coincidence. Facing the altar meant facing San 

Marco, a spatial and symbolic mirroring of their public Epiphany procession. This reinforced the 

idea that the Medici’s private chapel was not merely a space for personal devotion but was 

thematically and liturgically identical to their public spectacle—a private sanctum that mirrored 

the grand civic pilgrimage. Just as the Florentine crowds processed through the city on 

Epiphany, arriving at San Marco to commemorate the revelation of Christ to the world, so too 

did the invited guests of the Magi Chapel enter into a private pilgrimage, following the Medici’s 

lead in adoring Christ at their own familial altar. 
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Yet the Epiphany festival was about far more than the Magi’s journey to Bethlehem. Its liturgical 

significance was twofold—for on January 6th, the Church also celebrated the Baptism of the 

Lord, an event that tied inseparably to Florence’s patron saint, John the Baptist. This dual focus 

made the Medici’s exaltation of the Epiphany festival not merely an act of devotion, but a 

declaration of their Florentine identity—an assertion of their right to rule under the divine 

patronage of the very saint who baptized Christ and sanctified Florence itself. 

No Medici understood the importance of this sacred lineage better than Cosimo de’ Medici, 

whose role in acquiring and enshrining John the Baptist’s most precious relic within the 

Baptistery of San Giovanni permanently cemented the family’s link to Florence’s spiritual 

authority. This relic—the very finger of John the Baptist, the finger that had pointed to Christ 

and proclaimed, “Behold the Lamb of God”—was established in the city’s most revered temple, 

where all of Florence could behold it as a sign of divine favor. 

Thus, the Magi Chapel, the Medici’s private Epiphany pilgrimage, was not simply about 

honoring the Magi. It was about honoring Florence, about reinforcing the idea that their rule 

was sacred, divinely guided like that of the Magi, and ordained under the watchful patronage of 

John the Baptist, whose very finger—now enshrined by Medici influence—had once pointed the 

world to its Savior. 

Lippi’s Boy Baptist as God’s Angelic Messenger 

In Lippi’s altarpiece, John the Baptist is uniquely depicted as a child of about seven years old, a 

direct reference to the tradition that John began his wilderness ministry at the age of seven  

(Figure 17). However, what is most striking is how Lippi visually integrates John’s pointing 

gesture using the same thematic blending employed by Fra Angelico, who fused the descending 

Star of Bethlehem with the Holy Spirit. Here, Lippi positions John at the base of a steep, 

descending, ladder-like path, a deliberate visual cue that evokes both his role as an angelic 

preacher and the celestial descent of divine revelation in the Epiphanies of Christ. By placing 

John at the lowest point of this composition, Lippi aligns him with the downward movement of 

the Holy Spirit and the baptismal waters, paralleling the guiding star that led the Magi to 
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Bethlehem. This arrangement transforms John’s presence from merely a prophetic figure into an 

angelic guide, just as the Star of Bethlehem was interpreted by Church Fathers as an angelic 

being leading the Magi to Christ’s birthplace. In doing so, Lippi visually unites the revelation of 

Christ at His Nativity and at His Baptism, reinforcing the theological continuity between the 

Adoration of the Magi and John’s role as Christ’s forerunner. 

This “Way” through the mountainous wilderness conveys the idea that John, as God’s exemplary 

preacher, is also His angelic messenger—one who, like the Star of Bethlehem, has descended 

from above to point to Christ. On the opposite side of the painting, a mirror image of John’s path 

emerges in the form of rushing water flowing down from a mountaintop, creating a direct 

parallel between: 

• The Baptist’s descent through the wilderness 

• The descending dove of the Holy Spirit 

• The baptismal waters of the Jordan 
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Figure 17 

The boy Baptist’s gesture in Lippi’s altarpiece is especially bold. Rather than simply pointing to 

Christ, the boy, with his gaze fixed directly on the viewer, simultaneously points to himself. His 

right hand, positioned in the "mano a borsa" gesture—widely recognized in Italian preaching 

and rhetorical tradition—suggests that he has just finished posing a question to the observer. If 

we follow the implied dialogue of his stance, it is as though he has just roared the famous 

challenge recorded in Matthew’s Gospel: 

“Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?!” 

And, answering his own question, he then shifts his hand, pointing to himself: 

“I have warned you.” 
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Lippi further reinforces this proclamation not only through John’s piercing gaze and rhetorical 

hand gesture, but also through the felled trees scattered throughout the scene—a direct allusion 

to John’s call to repentance. Most strikingly, however, an embedded axe in the foreground 

bearing Lippi’s signature servs as a thematic and theological signature, drawing the viewer into 

the preacher’s warning: 

“Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance… 

The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut 

down and thrown into the fire.” 

No one understood repentance quite like Filippo Lippi. A trained Carmelite friar and priest, 

Lippi left the monastery to pursue a life as a painter, yet he was never formally released from his 

vows. Throughout his life, he remained tied to the clergy in various capacities—serving as a 

priest, chaplain, and rector—but his life was anything but one of monastic purity. His career was 

fraught with scandal, and time and again, he found himself seeking repentance in order to 

secure new religious positions that would sustain him. His very existence was marked by a 

paradox: a priest who had abandoned the cloister, yet who, by necessity, continued to wear the 

mantle of one bound to the Church. 

But Lippi was also a Florentine, baptized—like all Florentines—within the Baptistery of San 

Giovanni, under the patronage of John the Baptist, the city’s sacred protector. As a Florentine, he 

would have naturally identified with John, not just in his capacity as a preacher, but as the 

heralding voice of Florence itself—the saint whose cry of repentance had sanctified the city and 

whose presence loomed over its civic and religious life. 

Thus, the axe at the feet of the Baptist in Lippi’s composition—bearing both his signature and 

John the Baptist’s warning—suggests something far more personal than a mere biblical reference 

(Figure 18). It reveals an inner reckoning, an artist-preacher who, through his very brushstrokes, 

is not just calling others to repentance but is, in some ways, preaching repentance to himself. 

One might even say that this work itself is an act of penance—a means by which Lippi reconciles 
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his artistic genius with his unsettled priestly identity, and by extension, with his Florentine 

identity, tied to John the Baptist, the city’s patron and moral compass. 

 

 

Figure 18 

By placing his signature upon the axe, he deliberately aligns himself with John’s message, 

visually embedding himself within the Baptist’s uncompromising call to conversion. Since it is 

John who locks eyes with the viewer—confronting them with his forceful rhetorical challenge—

it follows that Lippi, through his painting, takes up this same charge. The composition becomes 

a sermon in paint, a call to clear one’s conscience, a silent yet urgent plea for the privileged 

viewer kneeling at the Medici’s altar to approach the Christ Child in true adoration—not just as 

an observer, but as one transformed by repentance. 
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This powerful call to repentance is placed in deliberate dialogue with the adoration of Christ, 

visually merging, like Angelico almost 30 years earlier, the two epiphanies celebrated annually 

on January 6th: 

1. The Epiphany at Christ’s Birth, heralded by the Star of Bethlehem, leading the Magi to 

adoration. 

2. The Epiphany at Christ’s Baptism, heralded by John’s finger, leading the faithful to 

repentance. 

Lippi’s composition does not merely depict these two Epiphanies—the Visit of the Magi and 

Christ’s Baptism—as distinct moments celebrated on January 6th; rather, it fuses them into a 

single revelation, where adoration and repentance are inseparable. Just as the Star of Bethlehem 

descended to guide the Magi to worship, so too does John the Baptist, the angelic preacher, 

descend from the wilderness to prepare hearts for Christ. In doing so, Lippi does more than 

illustrate a biblical episode; he immerses the viewer in the very experience of Epiphany itself, 

drawing them into the eternal procession of worship and conversion that leads to salvation. 

The significance of the Epiphany on January 6th for the Medici cannot be overstated. On this 

day in 1443, the Medici’s Dominican convent of San Marco was consecrated, an act that not only 

reinforced their religious patronage but also secured their spiritual hegemony within Florence. 

In Christian tradition, consecration is a sacred act of setting apart a place or person for divine 

service, marking it as belonging to God. With its consecration, San Marco became more than 

just a Dominican stronghold—it was transformed into a center of Medici influence, where the 

family’s spiritual, intellectual, and political power converged. 

Exactly six years later, on January 6, 1449, Lorenzo de’ Medici was baptized, an event that 

mirrored the consecration of San Marco and extended its spiritual significance onto the next 

generation of Medici rule. This alignment of dates was no mere coincidence. In Christian 

theology, baptism is the foundational act of consecration, signifying the individual’s entry into 

the faith and setting them apart as belonging to Christ. Through immersion in water and the 

public declaration of faith, baptism marks the beginning of a life dedicated to God—an idea that, 



PAGE 33 

in this case, carried profound political implications. Lorenzo was not simply baptized; he was 

initiated into the same divine framework that had been established through the consecration of 

San Marco, binding his fate, both spiritually and politically, to the Dominican institution that 

was central to Medici power. 

This careful synchronization took on an even deeper theological meaning, because January 6th 

was not only the day that Christ was revealed to the world through the Magi, but also the day 

that Christ Himself was baptized by John the Baptist in the Jordan River. The Epiphany, 

therefore, was not just a feast of Christ’s manifestation—it was a celebration of His baptism and 

divine anointing, a moment when heaven itself opened, the Holy Spirit descended, and God the 

Father proclaimed, “This is My Son, in whom I am well pleased”. 

By consecrating San Marco on Epiphany, Cosimo ensured that the institutional heart of the 

Medici’s religious patronage was sanctified on the very day that commemorated Christ’s divine 

revelation to both the Gentiles through the Magi and to Israel through His baptism. And by 

baptizing Lorenzo on the very same day, six years later, he ensured that the Medici heir was 

spiritually linked to Christ’s own baptism, embedding him within the same theological 

framework of divine kingship and revelation. 

This alignment was far more than symbolic—it was a deliberate and calculated effort by Cosimo 

de’ Medici to embed his family’s rule within Florence’s sacred identity. By ensuring that both San 

Marco and Lorenzo were consecrated on Epiphany, Cosimo and Piero created a metaphorical 

and theological link between the Medici’s religious authority and their dynastic succession. The 

Epiphany itself, a feast celebrating Christ’s revelation to the world, further reinforced the 

Medici’s self-fashioned image as divinely guided rulers. Just as the Magi had recognized Christ’s 

kingship, Florence was now called to recognize the Medici’s rightful place as stewards of both 

civic and spiritual life. 

Through these deliberate and sacred acts, the fathers of the family ensured that both the heir to 

Medici power and the most important Dominican convent in Florence were “set apart” on the 

very day Christ was revealed to the world. In doing so, he wove the Medici name into the very 

fabric of Florence’s religious and political identity, presenting his family not merely as governors 
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of the city but as divinely sanctioned stewards of its future—just as John the Baptist had 

prepared the way for Christ, the Medici had prepared the way for Florence’s destiny. 

Therefore Lippi’s daring portrayal of the self-assured, boy Baptist, his gaze locking onto the 

viewer as he gestures dramatically, epitomizes this "pious" Medicean supremacy in Florence. 

This image of John the Baptist, poised as both a Florentine and a divine messenger, serves not 

just as a theological reference but as a visual manifesto—one that enshrines Medici authority in 

a sacred narrative that spans Epiphany, Florentine tradition, and their patronage of San Marco. 

However, Lippi’s composition does more than exalt Medici power; it prefigures a significant 

artistic trajectory.  

The same theme first explored by Fra Angelico (ca 1433), then adapted by Lippi (ca 1460), would 

later be reinterpreted in an entirely new and unprecedented way by Leonardo da Vinci in his 

Virgin of the Rocks (ca 1483). There, Leonardo’s treatment of the Baptist as a mystical forerunner 

of Christ, enveloped in atmospheric chiaroscuro and an enigmatic landscape, becomes a 

clandestine Medici-Dominican response to Pope Sixtus IV and his newly established chapel for 

the Franciscan Confraternity of the Immaculate Conception. This evolving visual dialogue 

between Medici-sponsored Dominican iconography and Franciscan theological assertions will be 

explored further in a forthcoming study. 

Conclusion 

The evolution of Florentine religious art—from Fra Angelico’s pioneering Linaioli Tabernacle 

through Filippo Lippi’s evocative altarpiece to the grand narrative of the Medici’s Magi Chapel—

demonstrates a profound and deliberate trajectory in which early iconographic innovations are 

transformed and expanded into a comprehensive visual statement of divine revelation and civic 

power. Fra Angelico’s work, with its richly layered symbolism of the Epiphany and its masterful 

integration of celestial descent and earthly adoration, set the stage for later developments. His 

synthesis of the dual epiphanies—Christ’s Nativity, heralded by the guiding Star of Bethlehem, 

and His Baptism, illuminated by the descending dove—established a visual language that 

resonated with both spiritual and communal significance. 
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Building upon this foundation, Filippo Lippi’s altarpiece introduces a more intimate and 

dynamic interpretation of these themes, placing particular emphasis on the role of John the 

Baptist. In Lippi’s composition, the young, assertive Baptist is depicted with a powerful, 

expressive gesture—a pointed finger that not only directs attention to the Christ Child but also 

serves as a call for active participation in the sacred mystery. This gesture, rendered with both 

rhetorical force and delicate sensitivity, encapsulates the transformative power of divine 

revelation. Lippi reimagines John the Baptist not merely as a historical prophet but as an 

enduring symbol of both personal repentance and communal awakening, linking his youthful 

vigor with the timeless call to conversion. His presence in the altarpiece transforms the act of 

viewing into an immersive experience, inviting each observer to join in the pilgrimage toward 

divine truth. 

The Medici’s Magi Chapel further amplifies this narrative by elevating the iconography of the 

Epiphany to a level of intimate statecraft and spiritual initiation. Reserved exclusively for the 

Medici and their inner circle, the chapel’s sumptuous frescoes depict the majestic procession of 

the Magi—a visual metaphor for the Medici’s own journey toward divinely sanctioned rulership. 

Here, the chapel is not simply a space for private worship; it is a sanctified stage where art, 

theology, and political ideology converge. Every brushstroke and Medici emblem within the 

chapel reinforces the notion that the Magi’s sacred pilgrimage culminates in the revelation of 

Christ—a revelation that the Medici, by their patronage, claim as a validation of their celestial 

mandate. 

Central to this elaborate narrative is the pivotal role of John the Baptist. In these works, his 

image transcends his biblical origin to embody the spiritual heartbeat of Florence. Known as the 

“voice crying out in the wilderness,” John’s figure is intimately associated with the city’s identity, 

especially through his celebrated relic—the very finger that, according to legend, pointed to 

Christ and proclaimed, “Behold the Lamb of God.” His repeated presence in both public and 

private art, from the venerated depictions on the florin to his commanding portrayal in Lippi’s 

altarpiece, underscores his function as a divine intermediary. By pointing toward the Christ 

Child, John not only confirms the identity of the Savior but also extends an invitation to the 

viewer to partake in a transformative journey of faith. His gesture bridges the gap between the 
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heavenly and the earthly, serving as a visual cue that aligns personal piety with the civic destiny 

of Florence, a city reborn under the spiritual guidance of its patron saint. 

Moreover, the symbolic power of the florin—bearing the inscription “Florentia” alongside the 

city’s emblematic giglio on one side, and the image of John the Baptist with his outstretched 

hand on the other—further encapsulates the intimate interweaving of spiritual and temporal 

authority. The coin, as a medium of economic exchange, becomes a tangible reminder that 

Florence’s wealth and the Medici’s financial prowess are imbued with sacred significance. It is a 

constant assertion that the city’s commercial success and its political might are undergirded by a 

divine mandate—a mandate that is visually echoed in the religious art commissioned by the 

Medici. 

Taken together, these works reveal an enduring narrative in which the journey of the Magi, the 

powerful voice of John the Baptist, and the radiant presence of Christ are interlinked with the 

evolution of Medici power. Fra Angelico’s early innovations provided the initial framework of 

divine illumination, which Lippi and the artists of the Magi Chapel then expanded into a fully 

realized system of sacred symbolism. This system was designed not only to celebrate the 

mysteries of the Epiphany but also to serve as an overt declaration of the Medici’s uniquely 

ordained role in Florentine society—a role that was as much about spiritual stewardship as it 

was about economic and political dominion. 

Ultimately, the continuum of these artistic endeavors underscores a vital truth about 

Renaissance Florence: that the sacred and the secular were inextricably intertwined, each 

reinforcing the other in a dialogue that transcended mere representation. Through their art, the 

Medici and their commissioned painters transformed private devotion into public spectacle, 

turning the act of worship into an immersive journey that celebrated both the revelation of 

Christ and the divinely inspired destiny of Florence. John the Baptist’s resounding cry, rendered 

with timeless clarity across these works, remains a testament to the city’s enduring legacy—a 

legacy where divine guidance and civic power converge to shape not only an era but the very 

soul of a people. 
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