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Abstract

This brief paper presents a focused study of Fra Filippo Lippi’s innovative altarpiece for the Medici
Chapel, emphasizing his significant shift away from traditional continuous narrative toward an original
visual strategy termed here as “narrative convergence.” Lippi deliberately merged two distinct sacred
narratives—the Adoration of the Magi and the Baptism of Christ—into a unified visual allegory,
dissolving traditional chronological boundaries and inviting viewers to contemplate profound theological
and symbolic connections. Central to this innovative approach is the liturgical Feast of Epiphany on
January 6th, a date of deep civic and religious resonance in Florence, especially meaningful to the Medici

patrons.

The study highlights how Lippi’s narrative convergence facilitated rich theological symbolism, notably
baptismal imagery such as flowing water evocative of the Jordan River, Mary’s water-like garment
enveloping the infant Christ, and explicit Trinitarian symbolism involving God the Father, the descending
dove (Holy Spirit), and Christ himself. The prominent portrayal of the youthful John the Baptist, whose
iconic gestures and outward gaze explicitly echo scriptural and apocryphal traditions, further underscores
the painting’s baptismal emphasis. Additionally, symbolic details such as the axe bearing Lippi’s signature
connect the artist personally to themes of repentance and divine judgment associated with John’s

prophetic role.

Furthermore, the paper explores how Lippi’s altarpiece visually corresponds with Florentine civic
identity, emphasizing the Medici’s intentional alignment with the city's devotion to its patron saint, John
the Baptist. Through clear visual parallels between Lippi’s altarpiece in the private Magi Chapel and Fra
Angelico’s altarpiece at San Marco—both commissioned by the Medici—the family strategically unified
their personal devotional practice with public civic rituals. Finally, this study suggests that Lippi’s
groundbreaking narrative convergence method influenced subsequent Renaissance artists, particularly
Mino da Fiesole and Leonardo da Vinci, demonstrating the significant artistic legacy of Lippi’s innovative

approach.

PAGE 1



Continuous Narrative

The depiction of multiple narrative moments within a single visual composition is a venerable artistic
technique known as continuous narrative. This method of storytelling has deep historical roots,
stretching back thousands of years to ancient civilizations such as Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Rome, where
artists employed it extensively in wall paintings, relief carvings, and mosaics to convey complex stories,
myths, or historical events. Traditionally, continuous narrative involves the careful repetition of central
figures or characters across distinct yet connected scenes, clearly segmented within a unified pictorial
space. This repetition allows the viewer to identify and follow the central characters throughout the

unfolding episodes, thus creating a fluid narrative experience.

In Renaissance art, the continuous narrative technique was adopted and refined with remarkable clarity
and sophistication. Classical examples from this period include Masaccio’s Tribute Money in the
Brancacci Chapel (c. 1425-27), which vividly portrays Saint Peter’s encounter with the temple tax collector
through sequential actions: Christ instructing Peter, Peter retrieving coins from the mouth of a fish, and
finally Peter paying the collector (Figure 1). Each moment is carefully arranged within the single fresco,
guiding viewers through the narrative in a coherent chronological progression. Similarly, Sandro
Botticelli’'s Punishment of the Sons of Korah from the Sistine Chapel (c. 1481-82) presents multiple distinct
yet interconnected episodes from the Old Testament account of Moses’ dealings with the rebellious son
of Korah, carefully separated yet harmoniously arranged within one visual field (Figure 2). In such works,
artists offer viewers clear, sequential storytelling, visually unfolding significant spiritual and moral

narratives, thus combining artistic beauty with narrative clarity.

Figure 1
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Figure 2

From Continuous Narrative to Narrative Convergence

Fra Filippo Lippi’s artistic innovation, especially exemplified in his remarkable altarpiece for the Magi
Chapel, marks a significant evolutionary shift away from the traditional continuous narrative toward a
more sophisticated and symbolic form, termed Narrative Convergence. While conventional continuous
narrative, typically with a large ‘canvass’ (wall) to work with, clearly separates and sequences different
events across the pictorial space, thus guiding viewers step-by-step through chronological storytelling,
Lippi breaks away from this rigid structure. Instead, using a much smaller ‘canvass’ he deliberately fuses
various sacred episodes, each significant in its own right, into one harmoniously unified visual tableau. By
doing so, he invites viewers not merely to follow a sequential storyline but rather to explore the
theological, symbolic, and spiritual interconnectedness of these divine events. This innovative approach
to visual narrative was almost a parallel to typological or allegorical interpretation in scholastic theology,
where Old Testament events, figures, or objects were seen as foreshadowing or prefiguring events,
figures, or concepts in the New Testament. However, rather than merely employing foreshadowing or
prefiguration, Lippi fully integrated these distinct sacred scenes into a ‘realistic’ unified allegory,
achieving a more immediate and profound visual synthesis of spiritual truths, as exemplified in his so-

called ‘Adoration in the Forest’ of 1459 (Figure 3).
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Figure 3

Traditionally, representations of the Nativity or Adoration, place the Virgin Mary and the newborn Christ
child prominently within a cave or manger, surrounded by familiar figures such as shepherds, angels, and
animals. However, Lippi deliberately departs from this familiar pictorial convention. Instead, his
intentional conflation of elements from ‘scenes’ of the Adoration and the Baptism of Christ mirrors the
liturgical observance of Epiphany on January 6th, during which the Church traditionally commemorates
both the visit of the Magi (the Adoration) shortly after Christ’s birth, and Christ’s later baptism by John in
the Jordan River. This liturgical precedent provided Lippi with a profound theological foundation for
visually integrating birth (adoration) and baptism into a single cohesive allegory which could fit in an
altarpiece. Coincidentally—or perhaps purposefully—this date of January 6th holds further symbolic

significance, as it was precisely on this day in 1449 that Lorenzo de' Medici, an important Florentine
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patron and cultural leader, was baptized as an infant, thus deeply connecting Lippi’s innovative narrative

convergence to contemporary Florentine religious and civic symbolism.

One particularly sophisticated symbolic element in Lippi’s painting is the deliberate inclusion of an axe
firmly lodged into a prominent tree stump, next to a (Florentine) lily and directly beneath John the
Baptist (Figure 4). The handle of this axe bears Lippi’s own signature, thereby explicitly reinforcing the

artist’s personal identification with this imagery.

Figure 4

The surrounding visual context—felled trees and lumber—further underscores the axe’s profound
scriptural significance, clearly invoking the Baptist’s potent message of divine judgment from the Gospel
narratives: "The axe 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." Thus, the axe imagery is deeply intertwined with John’s preaching
at the baptism of Christ, emphasizing the themes of repentance, spiritual renewal, and judgment

inherent in baptismal symbolism.

By explicitly associating himself through his signature with the Baptist’s symbolic axe, Lippi cleverly
positions John the Baptist, Florence’s patron saint, as a symbolic avatar for himself, the artist. Thus, the
Baptist becomes a visual embodiment of Lippi’s own artistic identity, aligning the sacred protector of

Florence with the artist’s persona and creative mission. This artistic identification allows Lippi to operate
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symbolically under the authority and ‘inspiration’ of Florence’s divine protector. Such subtle artistic self-
identification not only enriches the painting’s theological depth but also significantly impacts later
artistic developments. Artists like Mino da Fiesole, particularly in his sculptural program for the Salutati
Chapel (c. 1467), and Leonardo da Vinci, notably in his Virgin of the Rocks (c. 1483)—a work clearly
indebted to Lippi’s sophisticated visual strategy—employed similar converged narrative methods to
communicate meaning (Figure 5). Through these nuanced symbolic associations and visual cues, Lippi’s
innovative narrative convergence profoundly reshaped traditional storytelling methods, transforming
them into a deeper, more reflective exploration of the theological interconnectedness between sacred

events.
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Figure 5

Apocryphal and Hagiographic Influences on Lippi’s Narrative

Crucially, Lippi’s narrative convergence is deeply informed by apocryphal and hagiographic traditions
concerning John the Baptist’s early life, particularly narratives found in the writings like Serapion (Life of
John the Baptist), Domenico Cavalca (Life of John the Baptist), Pseudo-Bonaventure (Life of Christ), and
visualized in Nicola Pisano’s bronze doors on the Florence Baptistery (Figure 6). Additionally, Feo

Belcari’s Sacra Rappresentazione (1460s) tells a similar story in dramatic theatrical form.
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Figure 6

In these legendary accounts, John the Baptist entered the wilderness at seven years old, beginning his
preaching and baptizing ministry at an exceptionally young age. According to these traditions, soon after
he started his wilderness life, John encountered the Holy Family—Jesus, Mary, and Joseph—in the desert
(wilderness) returning from their seven-year stay in Egypt. Pseudo-Bonaventure explicitly locates this
meeting at the exact site along the Jordan River where John later baptized Jesus, and significantly,
identifies it as the same place where the Israelites crossed the Jordan during the Exodus. Similarly, Feo
Belcari dramatizes a moving encounter between seven-year-old Jesus and John, in which Jesus
prophetically instructs John to baptize the people in the Jordan, revealing that, when he himself reaches

the age of thirty, John would baptize him at that very place.

Considering that Lippi specifically portrays John at about seven years of age—a detail he repeats

contemporaneously in his fresco cycle at Prato Cathedral—it is clear that Lippi was consciously drawing
upon these traditions (Figure 7). Thus, his altarpiece intentionally interweaves the narratives of Christ’s
infancy, the young Baptist’s desert ministry, their prophetic childhood encounter, and Christ’s eventual

baptism into one multilayered visual narrative.
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Figure 7

Baptismal Allusions

Fra Filippo Lippi’s altarpiece on the north wall of the Magi Chapel notably emphasizes the youthful figure
of John the Baptist at approximately seven years old, distinguishing itself markedly from typical Nativity
or Adoration scenes in which the Baptist is rarely (if ever) indicated before the mid-15™" century. Here,
John occupies a uniquely dominant position within the composition. His intense, outward gaze directly
engages the viewer, effectively drawing attention simultaneously to himself and to the Christ child.
Particularly striking are John's hands: his right hand boldly and confidently gestures toward himself,
while his extended left hand prominently displays a banderole inscribed with the words Ecce Agnus Dei
("Behold the Lamb of God"), explicitly echoing his biblical proclamation of Christ’s identity at the
baptism in the Jordan. Remarkably, there are only two paintings from before the 1490s in which John
(rather than Jesus) is boldly pointed to by a figure who directly engages the observer—this painting by
Lippi and Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks (Figure 8). Both paintings portray Jesus as an infant
adored by Mary in a rocky, watery 'wilderness,' and notably, both artists had connections to the Medici.
Additionally, as will be demonstrated later, only two known paintings depict a figure who gazes outward
at the viewer while simultaneously pointing with one hand to himself and with the other toward Christ:

this painting by Lippi, and Fra Angelico’s San Marco Altarpiece (c. 1442), prominently featuring Cosimo
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de' Medici (Figure 9). Any member of the Medici circle who was privileged enough to kneel before both
the family’s private chapel in their palace and their ‘public’ chapel at San Marco would have instantly
recognized this novel, iconic gesture. They would have noted that in each altarpiece, a figure with
strikingly similar gestures and gaze points toward Christ while directly engaging the viewer’s eyes,
visually and symbolically linking these two Medici-commissioned altars. Significantly, the Magi Chapel
itself was explicitly devoted to the celebration of Epiphany, echoing the annual civic procession held on
January 6th, which notably proceeded northward along Via Larga, directly past the Medici palace,
culminating in a Nativity scene—and the Medici altarpiece—situated at San Marco, just north of their
palace. Given this remarkable correspondence between art, liturgy, and civic ritual, it seems almost
inconceivable that Lippi was not deliberately attempting, at least in some manner, to visually and
symbolically connect the ‘Medici’ altarpiece on the north wall of the Magi Chapel to the ‘Medici’
altarpiece at San Marco (Figure 12). The intricate political and religious relationships between these

paintings will be explored further in my forthcoming paper.

Figure 8
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Figure 9

The unusual prominence of John the Baptist in a depiction which has been traditionally associated with
Christ’s nativity, powerfully underscores the theological significance of baptism. It visually asserts John's
role as the divine herald who publicly identifies and points out Christ to humanity, thus interweaving the

narratives of birth and baptism.

Further reinforcing the baptismal theme is the subtle yet purposeful inclusion of flowing water within the
landscape on the right side of the painting. Rather than depicting the stationary interiors or cave-like
settings typically seen in Adoration imagery, Lippi sets his scene in a wilderness environment evocative of
the Jordan River, the traditional site of Christ’s baptism. This translucent, flowing water visually appears
to pass directly behind the figure of Mary, echoing the delicate transparency of her underdress, which in
turn gently cascades over the legs of the infant Jesus. The visual impression created is that the actual
landscape’s water merges seamlessly into the water-like fabric of Mary's garment, symbolizing baptismal
immersion and strongly emphasizing themes of spiritual cleansing, renewal, and rebirth central to the

rite of baptism (Figure 10).
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Figure 10

Mary’s translucent, water-like underdress artistically evokes the ritual pouring or sprinkling associated
specifically with infant baptism. Traditional portrayals of Christ’s baptism typically depict the descending
dove and only his feet or legs submerged in the Jordan (Figure 11). Lippi creatively employs Mary’s
adoring posture and delicate garment as a potent visual metaphor, intricately blending maternal
protection and (Bridgetene) adoration with the sacramental symbolism of infant baptism. Christ’s
baptism by John serves here as the precursor and exemplar for infant baptism, as his entry into the Jordan
is understood theologically to have sanctified and "cleansed" its waters for all who follow in baptismal
initiation. Through this sophisticated visual convergence, Lippi unites the liturgical themes of
‘Epiphany’—Christ’s adoration by the Magi—with the profound theological significance of His baptism,

thereby creating a richly layered meditation on Christ’s dual revelation of humanity and divinity.
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Figure 11

Adding further theological depth is the explicit presence of God the Father, positioned prominently in
the upper portion of the altarpiece. From God the Father emanates the descending dove, universally
recognized in Christian symbolism as representing the Holy Spirit. This imagery directly recalls the
scriptural description of Christ’s baptism, where God the Father’s divine voice proclaimed, “This is my
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased,” accompanied by the Holy Spirit descending in the form of a
dove. Thus, the inclusion of God the Father, the descending dove representing the Holy Spirit, and the
flowing water poured upon Christ, the Son, visually establishes a complete Trinitarian revelation within
the painting. This vividly reinforces the profound baptismal ‘benediction’ enacted by the priest, a central

theme intricately woven throughout Lippi’s sophisticated narrative convergence.

Lastly, the scene includes a remarkable and sophisticated symbol of repentance: the axe prominently
lodged into a tree stump beneath John the Baptist (Figure 4). This axe explicitly references John's
powerful message at Christ’s baptism, warning of imminent judgment awaiting those who fail to repent
and bear good fruit. Far from being merely decorative, the axe is central to baptismal symbolism,
representing repentance, spiritual purification, and divine judgment. Significantly, the handle of this axe
prominently bears Lippi’s own signature, explicitly linking the artist to this powerful theological imagery.
Just as the axe serves to fell unfruitful trees—thus providing an interpretive key to the painting—the
artist’s brush serves to create theological imagery intended to inspire contemplation and repentance. In

this subtle yet profound metaphor, John the Baptist becomes the artist’s avatar, gazing outward at the
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viewer, while the axe itself serves symbolically as Lippi’s ‘paintbrush’, warning the observer to repent and

be baptized, or be judged.

Infant Baptism and Catholic Tradition

Infant baptism has long been a foundational tradition within the Catholic Church—a sacrament
administered shortly after birth to welcome the infant into the Christian community and cleanse original
sin. The theological rationale behind this practice is deeply rooted in the belief that baptism imparts
spiritual rebirth and the grace of God from the very beginning of life, effectively initiating the infant into
the family of faith and the wider community of believers. In Lippi’s altarpiece, this tradition is poignantly
represented through the symbolic depiction of Christ as an infant, underscored by the painting’s
baptismal imagery of Christ’s baptism. Christ’s diminutive form, resting beneath Mary’s flowing, water-
like garment, vividly suggests the spiritual immersion associated with baptism. This blending of imagery
elegantly expresses the intertwined nature of birth (nativity) and baptism, as each is understood to mark
not only the physical entry into life but also spiritual entrance into the divine community. Thus, Lippi’s
convergence of the Nativity’s adoration with Christ’ baptism in the same visual narrative thoughtfully

acknowledges and affirms the deeply rooted Catholic theology of infant baptism.
Epiphany: A Dual Celebration

Adding further depth and resonance to Lippi’s intricate narrative convergence is its intentional
connection to the liturgical celebration of Epiphany on January 6th—a day imbued with profound
theological and symbolic significance within the Christian calendar, especially for the city of Florence and
the Medici family. Traditionally, the Feast of Epiphany commemorates two distinct yet deeply
interrelated revelations from the life of Christ: first, the visit of the Magi, wise men from ‘the East’ who
journeyed to Bethlehem to pay homage to the newborn King, presenting symbolic gifts of gold,
frankincense, and myrrh; second, the Baptism of Christ by John the Baptist in the Jordan River, during
which Jesus’ divine nature was publicly proclaimed through the visible descent of the Holy Spirit and the
audible voice of God the Father. Historically, in the late medieval period, January 6th was prominently
associated with two key events across Western Europe: while the Adoration of the Magi was artistically
celebrated with great enthusiasm, the Baptism of Christ simultaneously retained significant liturgical and
theological prominence, strongly emphasized in prayers, sermons, and hymns. In Eastern Christendom,
however, January 6th was exclusively dedicated to the celebration of Christ’s Baptism—known as

Theophany—while the visitation of the Magi was commemorated earlier, on December 25th, alongside
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Christmas. Thus, across late medieval Christendom as a whole, encompassing both Eastern and Western,
Orthodox and Catholic traditions, January 6th consistently commemorated Christ’s Baptism, while the
Magi’s adoration was celebrated specifically in the West on this date. Consequently, when considered
broadly, the Epiphany (January 6th) fundamentally focused on Christ’s baptism by John and the divine
inauguration of Jesus through the voice of God the Father, whereas the Magi’s visit, despite its vibrant

festivities in the West, lacked similar liturgical weight in the East.

However, this baptismal dimension of Epiphany was especially resonant and significant for Florence,
given that the city’s patron saint was John the Baptist himself—an identification that earned Florence the
title "the City of John." As a result, the Baptism of Christ by John the Baptist held paramount civic and
spiritual importance for Florentines, who viewed this sacred event as an affirmation of their city's

collective identity and religious devotion.

By artistically merging the events of Christ’s baptism and the Magi’s visitation into a single visual
narrative, Lippi highlights the multifaceted theological dimensions celebrated on Epiphany—
simultaneously illuminating Christ’s humanity through the homage of the Magi and his divinity through
the revelation at his baptism. The significance of Epiphany thus held special resonance for the Medici
family, who commissioned and prominently featured Lippi’s painting in their private Chapel of the Magji,
located within the Medici Palace. This chapel was specifically devoted to celebrating the themes of
Epiphany and the adoration of the Magi, reinforcing the Medici’s close identification with these sacred
events. Epiphany was particularly meaningful for the Medici not merely for its theological importance but
also because it symbolically affirmed their political, civic, and spiritual stature within Florence. Indeed,
the celebration of the Epiphany, with its emphasis on the revelation and recognition of divine kingship,
subtly paralleled the Medici family's own aspirations and self-image as leaders divinely guided in their
governance of Florence. Moreover, it is historically significant—and perhaps providential—that Lorenzo
de’ Medici himself was baptized on January 6th, 1449. This auspicious alignment of Lorenzo’s baptismal
date with the Feast of Epiphany further heightened the personal and civic symbolism of the day for the

Medici, underscoring their identification with Christ’s own public revelation and divine approval.

The Chapel of the Magi, and by extension Lippi’s altarpiece, also held a close connection to the convent
of San Marco, an institution profoundly linked to the Medici’s religious and civic identity. San Marco,
which was extensively patronized by the Medici, became a focal point of Dominican spirituality,
scholarship, and devotion in Florence, especially though its regular ‘Procession of the Magi’ pageant. The

Dominicans at San Marco actively promoted liturgical observances emphasizing theological teachings
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central to their mission, including those highlighted by the Epiphany celebrations—namely, Christ’s
divine manifestation, revelation, and the sacred mysteries of incarnation and baptism which culminated
at their Medici sponsored altar. By situating Lippi’s altarpiece, rich with baptismal imagery and the
adoration of Christ by the Magi, on the north wall of the Medici Chapel—a space explicitly devoted to
these themes—the Medici effectively intertwined their own religious devotion, civic identity, and familial
legacy with the sacred celebrations upheld by the Dominican community at San Marco, located just to

the north (Figure 12).

Figure 12

Indeed, the chapel's frescoes depicting the Magi’s procession, which visually and thematically culminate
at Lippi’s altarpiece, deliberately echoed Florence's annual civic procession, which similarly moved
through the city streets and concluded at the high altar of San Marco to the north. Significantly, this

altar featured another prominent altarpiece portraying Cosimo de' Medici himself in an explicitly
symbolic (magi-like) pose: like John the Baptist in the Magi Chapel. Cosimo gestures toward himself with
one hand while, simultaneously looking outward to engage the viewer, he uses his other hand and quill to

indicate the Christ child. This dual gesture visually underscores both Cosimo’s personal commissioning of
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the altarpiece and the broader Medici role in uniting Florence’s civic rituals with the city's spiritual

devotion (Figure 13).

Figure 13

Thus, Lippi’s novel altarpiece of a converged narrative, served not only as a devotional object but also as a
profound visual expression of Medici piety, authority, and spiritual alignment with Dominican theology.
In this carefully orchestrated context, Lippi’s altarpiece becomes an eloquent and multilayered tapestry,
masterfully weaving together the theological revelations celebrated at Epiphany, the civic and spiritual
symbolism of the Medici family, and the broader devotional identity fostered by San Marco. Observers
encountering this painting are thus invited not merely to admire its artistic beauty but to contemplate
the profound unity and dual revelation of Christ’s humanity and divinity, as well as the Medici’s intricate
intertwining of spiritual devotion and civic self-representation—an approach that Leonardo da Vinci

would later adopt and reinterpret in his own nuanced way with the Virgin of the Rocks.
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Conclusion

Fra Filippo Lippi’s innovative altarpiece marks a critical artistic evolution, advancing beyond the
established tradition of continuous narrative toward a more sophisticated technique defined here as
narrative convergence. While traditional continuous narrative clearly demarcated multiple events
sequentially within one pictorial space, Lippi deliberately merged distinct yet deeply interconnected
sacred episodes into a single unified visual tableau. By doing so, he shifted viewers” experiences from
linear storytelling toward reflective contemplation of profound theological and symbolic connections.
Central to this approach is the purposeful blending of the Adoration of the Magi with the Baptism of
Christ—two events jointly celebrated during the Feast of Epiphany on January 6th. Lippi’s altarpiece,
therefore, represents an unprecedented integration of the liturgical, theological, and civic themes

inherent in this pivotal Christian celebration.

The symbolism and thematic depth of Lippi’s painting are further enhanced through deliberate artistic
decisions, such as the unusual prominence and depiction of the youthful John the Baptist. Notably, John’s
striking posture—boldly pointing to himself with one hand and displaying a banderole inscribed with the
words Ecce Agnus Dei ("Behold the Lamb of God") with the other—reinforces the centrality of Christ’s
baptism within the painting’s overarching narrative. Indeed, the inclusion of flowing water within a rocky
wilderness, combined seamlessly with Mary’s translucent, water-like garment enveloping the infant
Christ, vividly emphasizes baptismal themes of spiritual purification and rebirth. Moreover, the depiction
of God the Father, the Holy Spirit represented as a descending dove, and Christ himself visually manifests
the full Trinitarian revelation, reinforcing the centrality of baptism within the theological message

conveyed.

Lippi’s altarpiece is deeply anchored not only in scriptural tradition but also in rich apocryphal and
hagiographic literature concerning the Baptist’s early life and prophetic encounter with the infant Christ.
Drawing explicitly on narratives by authors such as Pseudo-Bonaventure, Serapion, Domenico Cavalca,
and Feo Belcari, Lippi portrays John at the symbolic age of seven, a detail reinforcing connections
between his youthful prophetic ministry, the Holy Family’s return from Egypt, and the baptism of Christ.
Furthermore, Lippi’s subtle yet intentional inclusion of symbolic elements—such as the axe lodged in a
tree stump, explicitly referencing John’s powerful scriptural message of repentance—deepens the
painting’s narrative complexity. Through his own signature on the axe handle, Lippi explicitly associates
his artistic identity with the Baptist’s prophetic voice, underscoring themes of divine judgment, artistic

inspiration, and personal authority.
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Importantly, Lippi’s innovative narrative convergence carried profound civic resonance within Florence,
the so-called "City of John," whose civic and spiritual identity was inextricably linked to its patron saint,
John the Baptist. The Feast of Epiphany on January 6th, prominently celebrating Christ’s baptism
alongside the Magi’s visitation, had particular significance in Florence, as it symbolically affirmed the
city’s religious devotion and civic pride. Moreover, the Medici family, who commissioned and showcased
Lippi’s altarpiece within their private Chapel of the Magi, saw in this dual celebration an explicit
reflection of their own political, civic, and spiritual stature. The alignment of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s
baptismal date with the Feast of Epiphany further amplified the personal and civic symbolism
surrounding Lippi’s altarpiece, firmly connecting the family’s authority and legitimacy with the divine

sanction symbolized in Christ’s baptism.

Furthermore, the altarpiece’s placement within the Medici’s private chapel deliberately evoked Florence’s
annual Epiphany procession, which passed northward directly in front of the Medici palace, culminating
at San Marco’s high altar. At San Marco, another altarpiece commissioned by Cosimo de’ Medici
prominently featured Cosimo himself, similarly gesturing toward himself and outwardly pointing to
Christ, directly echoing the iconic posture depicted in Lippi’s altarpiece. The striking visual and symbolic
parallels between these two Medici-commissioned altarpieces strongly suggest an intentional visual and
thematic correspondence, reinforcing the Medici’s strategic alignment with both civic ritual and religious

devotion.

Ultimately, Lippi’s altarpiece emerges as a sophisticated and multilayered narrative tapestry. It
harmoniously weaves together theological symbolism, liturgical observance, and civic identity, thereby
profoundly encapsulating the spiritual, political, and artistic ambitions of Renaissance Florence and the
Medici family. The altarpiece’s innovative narrative convergence significantly influenced subsequent
artistic developments, notably Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks, which adopted similar narrative
strategies and visual symbolism. Thus, Lippi’s work stands as both a culmination of evolving Renaissance
artistic techniques and as a foundational model for future artists exploring the integration of theological
symbolism and civic imagery. The detailed political, religious, and artistic interconnections established in
Lippi’s remarkable composition offer rich avenues for further scholarly investigation, as will be elaborated

in my forthcoming paper.
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