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Abstract 

This study examines the Medici Magi Chapel—a hidden sanctuary within the Medici Palace in Florence—

that functions as both an artistic masterpiece and a potent political manifesto, seamlessly intertwining 

art, politics, and theology. Through an intricate cycle of frescoes by Benozzo Gozzoli, the chapel 

transforms into a visual narrative where the Medici family is portrayed as divinely ordained rulers, 

modeled after the biblical Three Magi. Intimately connected with the Magi and the annual Epiphany 

celebrations at San Marco, the chapel's imagery reinforces the Medici’s claim to both spiritual and 

temporal authority in Florence. 

Each wall of the chapel is dedicated to a distinct stage of life and a corresponding Medici generation: the 

east wall, bathed in the rising sun, symbolizes youth and the promise of new beginnings through an 

idealized representation of Lorenzo de’ Medici; the south wall, illuminated by the noonday sun, reflects 

the vigorous authority and active governance of Piero de’ Medici; while the west wall, under the glow of 

the setting sun, conveys the pious wisdom and mature spirituality of Cosimo de’ Medici via the evocative 

image of Joseph of Constantinople. This carefully orchestrated triadic symbolism not only cements the 

connection between the Medici and the revered Magi but also mirrors the celestial journey of the Three 

Kings, whose guided procession underscores a divine mandate. 

Moreover, the chapel’s lavish display of Medici emblems, including the recurring motifs of green and red 

porphyry, white marble, and the symbolic use of the diamond ring and Medici palle, further embeds the 

family’s identity within the spiritual fabric of the Epiphany celebrations at San Marco. By inviting an 

intimate circle of allies, patrons, and historical figures into this sacred procession, the Medici 

transformed the Magi Chapel into a dynamic stage where art and devotion converged to affirm their 

legacy as both civic stewards and heralds of Christendom. Ultimately, this study posits that the chapel is 

not merely a private devotional space but a meticulously crafted declaration of the Medici’s enduring 

divine right to rule, with its visual language intricately weaving together the threads of familial 

succession, religious symbolism, and the unfolding destiny of Florence. 
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The Medici’s Magi Chapel: The Procession of Power and Divine Kingship 

Nestled within the Medici Palace, the Magi Chapel (ca 1462) stands as one of the hidden 

treasures of Florence, an extraordinary space where art, politics, and divine kingship converge 

(Figure 1). Unlike the city’s great public churches, this chapel was a private sanctuary, accessible 

only by invitation, where a priest—often from San Lorenzo or San Marco, the Medici’s favored 

Dominican church—would celebrate Mass for an intimate audience of no more than ten people. 

For the Medici, the chapel was far more than a place of prayer. It was a visual manifesto, a space 

where they could bask in art designed to glorify them, where they could reinforce their sense of 

grandeur in the glow of Medici symbols embedded throughout the design. The chapel’s lavish 

use of green and red porphyry with white marble, the very colors of the Medici livery, appear 

everywhere, echoing the green, red and white garments embroidered with gold worn by the 

three Magi in the fresco cycle on the walls. The frescoes themselves—painted by Benozzo 

Gozzoli, a disciple of Fra Angelico—served as a grand spectacle of Epiphany, not just depicting 

the Adoration of the Magi, but casting the conceptualized Medici themselves into the biblical 

procession towards Lippi’s altarpiece. 

 

Figure 1 
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The Procession Begins: A Pageant of Personality 

The fresco cycle unfolds in the upper left corner of the East wall (Figure 2), where we see the 

Caravan of the Magi making its way down across the south and west walls toward Lippi’s 

‘Nativity’ on the north wall. This journey is not simply a biblical narrative but a metaphorical 

retelling of the Medici’s own role in history. As the viewer’s eye follows the procession, it 

suddenly emerges from behind an orange tree with a retinue of who’s who in the circle of 

Medici. In an earlier study it was demonstrated how, by the 1460s, oranges and orange trees 

became associated with the Medici ‘palle’, the 7 reddish balls found on their coat of arms. 

Emerging from the orange tree we see an older, serious looking man wearing an older style red 

and orange cassock—this is Pope Pius II (Figure 3), the very pope who granted the Medici 

permission to build this private chapel within their palace, the very first in Florence. 

 

Figure 2 
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But beyond religious figures, Medici allies and patrons also fill this sacred procession. Directly 

beneath Pius II, a young man with furrowed brows and pressed lips stares intently out toward 

the viewer. Scrutinizing the golden letters on his red hat, they spell out Benozzo—this is none 

other than the self-portrait of the painter, Benozzo Gozzoli (Figure 3). His placement is no mere 

act of artistic vanity; it is a statement that he, too, is part of this inner-circle grand procession, an 

artist who has painted himself into the very fabric of Medici power. 

One row beneath Gozzoli, closely positioned together, are the Medici brothers, a visual pairing 

that underscores their shared destiny. The 9-year-old Giuliano de’ Medici, the younger of the 

two, stands beside his older brother, 13-year-old Lorenzo de’ Medici, the future ruler of Florence 

(Figure 3). Giuliano, whose fate would end in tragedy with his assassination in Florence’s 

cathedral in 1478, is shown just to the right of Lorenzo, reinforcing their bond as heirs to Medici 

power. Lorenzo already carries the aura of leadership, being placed a half-step ahead of his 

brother, a bearing marking him as the ruler-in-waiting, a role that had been shaped for him long 

before he would officially take the reins of Florence.  

 

Figure 3 
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On the far left, Sigismondo Malatesta, the illegitimate lord of Rimini, stands out, riding a 

striking orange horse (Figure 4). A mercenary general and client of the Medici Bank, Malatesta 

embodies the "force" behind the Medici family, providing military support whenever needed. 

Beside him, on a white horse, is Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the future Duke of Milan and son of 

Francesco Sforza, a close ally to the Medici (Figure 4). Like Malatesta, Sforza was a client of the 

Medici Bank and served as a crucial military ally in the north for Florence. 

 

Figure 4 

As the procession continues, two figures leading the retinue behind the youngest Magi on the 

East wall begin to emerge. The senior figure dressed in dark blue with a red hat, riding a donkey 

in the foreground, appears out of place among the opulent procession of richly adorned riders. 

Who would choose such a humble beast during a grand cavalcade? The answer, of course, is 

Cosimo de’ Medici (Figure 5). However, this choice of symbolism is far more significant. Another 

historical figure also rode a donkey into a city—Jesus Christ, entering Jerusalem on Palm 

Sunday. The comparison is striking, suggesting that Cosimo may be presenting himself not 

merely as a humble servant of Florence, but potentially drawing a bold parallel to the Divine 

King. This duality speaks to the Medici’s mastery of public versus private representation. While 

Cosimo might publicly present himself as "first among equals," within the more private space of 

the Magi Chapel, surrounded by his closest confidants, the message may be far more audacious. 
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Figure 5 

To Cosimo's right, and a step ahead, is his eldest son, Piero de’ Medici, also known as ‘Piero the 

Gouty’ (Figure 5). Piero, already taking command of the Medici affairs due to his father’s failing 

health, is perched atop a magnificent white horse. Unlike Cosimo’s humble donkey, Piero’s steed 

serves as a bold assertion of both his power and his newly adopted colors. Dressed in a red hat, 

dark green garment, and a red apron, Piero’s horse is adorned with a red bridle, which displays 

overlapping diamond rings engraved with the letters S-E-M-P-E-R, meaning “always” in Latin—a 

subtle yet potent declaration of the Medici dynasty’s enduring presence, embodied in the 

family’s firstborn heir, affectionately known as ‘The youngest Magi’ (Figure 6). Above the rings, 

the 7 palle of the Medici are enclosed within a diamond ring, beside Piero’s personal emblem of 

three feathers, as detailed in my previous study. The symbolism is clear: by the time the frescoes 

were completed around 1461, Cosimo and Piero had already long intertwined their spiritual 

identity with the Epiphany celebrations in Florence at San Marco. Moreover, Piero had fully 

assumed control over the Chapel’s commission. 
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Figure 6 

The Youngest Magus and the Rise of Lorenzo 

Positioned prominently in the foreground, just ahead of Piero, stands the youngest Magus—a 

fair skinned, curly-haired boy of about thirteen—draped in a flowing white garment 

embroidered with gold (Figure 7). His youthful presence and distinctive curls immediately evoke 

the curly-haired boy Baptist in Lippi’s altarpiece on the north wall (which predated Gozzoli’s 

frescoes), reinforcing the parallel between John the Baptist as Christ’s herald and the Magi as 

heralded figures. Placed on the east wall, aligned symbolically with the rising sun, youth, and the 

promise of the future, this figure serves as an idealized representation of Medici progeny—an 

echo of Lorenzo de’ Medici, who would have been thirteen years old at the time of the fresco’s 

completion. 
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Figure 7 

The laurel tree encircling the youngest Magus’s head functions as a visual rebus, a play on his 

name—Lorenzo—cementing his identity as the Medici heir. Further reinforcing his dynastic 

role, his horse bears the seven Medici palle accompanied by a single feather, the iconic Medici 

insignia that recurs throughout the Magi Chapel, the palace façade, and San Marco (Figure 8). 

While this is not a literal portrait of Lorenzo (who is already depicted in the procession), the 

deliberate placement of the youngest Magus at the forefront of the Medici retinue, crowned by 

the laurel tree, suggests that even at thirteen years old, Lorenzo was already being groomed for 

rule. Just as the rising sun in the east marks the beginning of the day, so too does the youngest 

Magi’s position within the fresco signal his ascent to power—his destiny as Florence’s future 

leader inscribed within the chapel’s visual language. 
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Figure 8 

This alignment is not merely aesthetic but deliberately reflects the political reality of the time. 

At the time of the frescoes’ completion, three Medici ruled Florence, much like the three Kings 

in the fresco. Cosimo, the eldest at 72 years, was in semi-retirement, a guiding patriarch whose 

influence still shaped the family’s affairs but who had largely stepped back from daily 

governance. Piero, the middle-aged son of 46 years, had assumed the role of chief executor, the 

primary authority managing the Medici’s extensive political and financial network. Lorenzo, the 

youngest at 13 years, was being groomed as an apprentice, learning the intricacies of rule under 

the watchful eyes of his father and grandfather (Figure 9). 

Thus, each of the three Medici corresponded conceptually to one of the three Magi, depicted in 

different stages of life, mirroring their roles in Medici governance. However, it is important to 

note that these figures do not depict literal likenesses of Cosimo, Piero, or Lorenzo. Rather, each 

wall represents one of the three Medici as one of the Biblical Magi, using symbolic placement, 

color, and visual hierarchy to convey the cycle of power among the family’s ruling members. 
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Figure 9 

The east wall, aligned with the rising sun, represents the youngest Magus—a symbol of youth 

(white) and new beginnings—just as Lorenzo de’ Medici was rising into power. His depiction, 

dressed in white, at the front of the Medici retinue suggests that he is already being prepared for 

leadership, much as the sun rises with growing intensity toward its zenith. 

On the south wall, aligned with the maturity (green) of mid-life and the noonday sun, we find 

the middle Magus, dressed in green and riding a white horse above what was originally the 

chapel’s entrance (Figure 9). His placement directly above the only doorway signals his 

association with Piero de’ Medici, who, at age 46—and also dressed in green on the east wall—

was the driving force behind the chapel’s commission and construction. Those who entered and 

exited the chapel did so as a result of his patronage. As the acting head of the Medici family, 

Piero’s role was active, authoritative, and central—his positioning at midday symbolizing the full 

weight of his leadership, much like the noon sun dominates the sky. 

Piero’s personal emblem, the diamond ring, appears throughout the chapel, offering undeniable 

proof that Cosimo, who by this time had designated Piero as the family’s executive leader, 
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entrusted him fully with the commission and oversight of the space.1 However, since both 

Cosimo and Piero are already depicted within the retinue of the youngest Magus on the east 

wall, it is likely that the figure chosen to embody the middle Magus is the Byzantine Emperor 

John VIII Palaiologos. Notably, the emperor is also dressed in green, wears a headdress featuring 

Piero’s signature red, white, and green feathers, and, at age 46—the same age as Piero at the 

time—had famously arrived in Florence in 1439 for the Council of Florence, coming "from the 

East" much like the biblical Magi. 

On the west wall, representing the setting sun and old age, we find the third Magus—an elderly 

figure dressed in red, riding a white horse (Figure 9). This figure, conceptually linked to Cosimo 

de’ Medici, who by this time had entered the final phase of his life, is not portrayed with his own 

likeness but rather through the image of Joseph of Constantinople, the Patriarch of 

Constantinople and the highest-ranking cleric of the Eastern Church. Like the biblical Magi, 

Joseph had traveled from the East to Florence in 1439 alongside the Emperor for the renowned 

Council of Florence, where he played a pivotal role in the discussions on church reunification. 

He passed away during the council that same year and was buried with great honor in Florence’s 

Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella, where he was venerated (with an accompanying 

fresco) as a figure of immense wisdom and ecclesiastical authority (Figure 10). 

The decision to represent Cosimo through the image of Joseph serves multiple symbolic 

functions. It reflects Cosimo’s increasing piety in his later years while reinforcing his role as a 

guiding force within both Florence and Christendom. Just as Joseph was instrumental in 

attempting to unite the Eastern and Western churches, Cosimo’s patronage and influence 

shaped the spiritual and political landscape of Florence, bridging temporal power with religious 

devotion. The parallel subtly elevates Cosimo beyond a mere political figure, casting him instead 

as a statesman of theological unity, a wise elder whose legacy extended beyond Florence and 

into the broader Christian world. 

 

 
1 See Appendix I on Piero’s emblem and its association with the colors. 
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Figure 10 

The substitution of the three Medici with the Three Magi not only reinforces the biblical theme 

of Eastern wisdom and divine kingship but also subtly weaves the Medici’s role in Florence’s 

political and spiritual affairs into one of the most pivotal international events in history—the 

brief yet momentous union of the Byzantine (Eastern) and Catholic (Western) churches at the 

Council of Florence. Through this carefully constructed imagery, the Medici present themselves 

not merely as rulers of Florence, but as architects of a grander historical and theological vision, 

positioning their influence at the very heart of Christendom’s fate. 

This triadic symbolism elevates the fresco beyond a mere tribute to Medici patronage—it asserts 

their divine right to govern, with each generation fulfilling a natural role within the cycle of 

leadership. The alignment of the three Magi with successive Medici figures serves as a visual 

testament to Florence’s stability under a divinely sanctioned dynasty, just as the Three Kings 

were guided by the celestial star toward Christ’s revelation. By embedding Medici allies, 

supporters, and historical luminaries into the frescoed walls, the chapel itself transforms into 
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more than a devotional space—it becomes a sacred procession, an exclusive circle into which 

entry is an invitation into the Medici’s ordained order. To stand within this space, to kneel at its 

altar before Lippi’s Epiphany image (Figure 11) and all of Medici emblems was to be symbolically 

absorbed into the divine echelon that the Medici had fashioned for themselves—an elite 

hierarchy where faith, power, and destiny converged, securing their place not just in Florence, 

but in the unfolding history of Christendom itself. 

 

Figure 11 

 

Yet, the Medici’s ambitions extend beyond the assertion of dynastic legitimacy. By hosting the 

Council of Florence in 1439 and later merging its key figures with both biblical and 

contemporary rulers in the fresco cycle of 1461, Cosimo and Piero suggest something even 

grander: that they are, in essence, a conceptual “Star of Bethlehem.” Just as the celestial star 

guided the Magi eastward to Christ, the Medici, through their patronage of the Council, 
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positioned Florence as the new spiritual axis of Christendom, drawing the greatest leaders of the 

Christian world from the East to witness the revelation of divine unity. 

This parallel transforms the Magi Chapel into more than a private devotional space—it becomes 

a theological and political declaration. It is a place where the Medici could both worship and 

affirm their providential role in history, casting themselves as Florence’s divinely guided rulers, 

entrusted with shaping both its civic destiny and its spiritual legacy. Just as John the Baptist 

heralded and pointed out Christ in the wilderness (as depicted in the chapel’s altarpiece), so too 

do the Medici in Florence present themselves as heralds of Christian revelation, their city the 

stage for an unfolding divine drama in which they are both stewards and protagonists. 
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Appendix I 

The Evolution of Medici Symbolism: Piero de’ Medici and the Three Feathers 

By the mid-15th century, Piero de’ Medici had firmly established himself as the executive head of 

the Medici family, gradually assuming leadership from his aging father, Cosimo de’ Medici. With 

this transition came a subtle yet deliberate effort to personalize his own Medici emblem—

asserting his authority while maintaining a sense of continuity with his father’s legacy. This 

evolution is most evident in Piero’s adaptation of the diamond ring, a symbol long associated 

with Cosimo as an emblem of strength, resilience, and divine favor, traditionally linked to the 

phrase Deo Amante (a play on “diamond,” meaning “The Love of God”). 

Rather than discarding his father’s established motif, Piero refined it, interlacing his signature 

three feathers within Cosimo’s diamond ring, thus creating a distinctive device of his own. This 

modification preserved the prestige of Cosimo’s emblem while adding an additional layer of 

meaning—one that, given Piero’s fervent hope for a male heir to secure the Medici dynasty, 

likely alluded to the cycle of life and succession: Grandfather, Father, and Grandson. Through 

this emblematic fusion, Piero not only reinforced his dynastic role but also signaled the 

transition of power and the enduring continuity of Medici rule. 

The First Appearance: The Three Feathers in Marble at San Miniato al Monte (1448) 

This new emblem—the diamond ring with three feathers—likely made its first public 

appearance at the end of 1448, with the completion of Piero’s commission for a marble relief at 

San Miniato al Monte’s Chapel of the Crucifix. The relief subtly featured the Medici diamond 

ring accompanied by three feathers, though—being carved entirely in white marble—it bore no 

association with the colors that would later come to define Medici identity. 

At this stage, the three-feather motif functioned primarily as a personal device of Piero, an 

extension of Cosimo’s diamond ring emblem, but now modified with the addition of three 

feathers, likely replacing the redundant triple-diamond-ring motif that had symbolized the 

continuity of Medici generations. Instead of three interlaced diamond rings representing 
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Grandfather, Father, and Grandson, Piero yoked together three ‘generational’ feathers with a 

single ‘enduring’ diamond ring. 

The Meaning of the Three Feathers: Strength, Erudition, and the Humanities 

Piero was a highly cultured and learned man, deeply devoted to the arts, philosophy, and 

humanist scholarship. Given his intellectual inclinations and preference for diplomacy over 

conflict, it is likely that the feathers carried multiple meanings, one of which may have been a 

reference to quills—symbols of learning and the power of knowledge. If Cosimo’s diamond rings 

symbolized the permanence of Medici rule through political strength, Piero’s three-feather 

device may have reflected his belief that Medici power should also be advanced through 

erudition and the patronage of the humanities. 

The Transformation of the Three Feathers: Red, White, and Green (1449) 

A couple of months later, at the beginning of 1449, the same emblem of three feathers yoked by 

a diamond ring reappeared, but this time fully colorized on Lorenzo de’ Medici’s birth tray 

(disco da parto). This marks the first recorded instance of the diamond ring with three feathers 

rendered in red, white, and green, signaling a new phase in Medici symbolism. 

While it remains uncertain whether Piero originally intended the feathers to be associated with 

these colors, the close timing of Lorenzo’s birth and the emergence of the colored emblem 

suggests that the connection was solidified by this moment, reinforcing the idea that Lorenzo’s 

birth was a defining event in Piero’s adoption of these hues. The fact that the first colorized 

instance of the emblem appears on an object associated with birth and dynastic continuity 

strongly implies that Piero’s modification of Medici symbolism was intimately connected to the 

anticipation and arrival of his heir. 

 

Shortly after Lorenzo’s birth, the three-feather motif appears again, this time in Filippo Lippi’s 

Annunciation, painted for the Medici Chapel around 1449-1450. The choice of subject matter is 

revealing: the Annunciation commemorates the miraculous conception of Christ by the Holy 
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Spirit, making it an apt parallel for Piero’s own experience of anticipating the birth of his long-

awaited male heir. 

In Lippi’s composition, the emblem is strategically depicted as a marble relief at the base of the 

boundary that separates the archangel Gabriel’s garden from the Virgin Mary’s porch. This is the 

very threshold over which Gabriel’s voice crosses, announcing to Mary that she is to conceive the 

Son of God. In Christian tradition, this spoken announcement coincides with the very moment 

of Christ’s conception on March 25th, signifying the incarnation of the divine within human 

flesh—a boundary between the heavenly and the earthly. 

It is on this boundary that Lippi positioned Piero’s emblem: the diamond ring with three 

feathers. If associated with Lorenzo’s conception, or Piero’s ‘seed’, then this placement takes on 

an even deeper meaning. It suggests that Piero likened the long-awaited conception of his son to 

a miraculous answer to prayer, much as the Annunciation signified the fulfillment of divine 

prophecy. The visual parallel between Christ’s conception and Lorenzo’s conception would have 

reinforced the idea that Lorenzo’s conception was not just an event of dynastic importance, but 

one imbued with divine favor. 

This repetition of the three-feather motif across multiple high-profile commissions in a short 

span of time strongly suggests that Piero deliberately chose it to mark Lorenzo’s conception and 

birth. The specific theological and dynastic associations with the colors red, white, and green 

may have been adopted simultaneously or immediately after. Their first colorized appearance on 

the birth tray in early 1449 signals their initial association with Medici succession, an association 

that would continue to evolve in the coming decades as these colors became increasingly tied to 

Medici identity. 

From Conception to Birth: The Three Feathers as a Dynastic Emblem 

The placement of the three-feathered emblem at San Miniato is significant. This was not a minor 

or hidden commission; it was a high-profile religious setting, aligning Piero’s personal device 

with a place of devotion and ‘miraculous’ sanctity. At this stage, however, the three feathers 

functioned solely as a modification of Cosimo’s diamond ring emblem—a modification that 

signaled Piero’s increasing role in shaping Medici identity. 
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But with the birth of Lorenzo in January 1449, the emblem was not only reproduced but also 

transformed. The birth tray commissioned by Piero features the same diamond ring and three 

feathers, but now in color: 

• On one side, the emblem appears with three feathers—white (silver), green, and red—

positioned alongside the diamond ring, making it the first instance of these colors being 

explicitly associated with Piero’s device. 

• On the other side, the central image is that of the goddess ‘Victory’, however the rim of 

the tray features four feathers: red, green, white, and gold. While the gold feather may 

have been an exceptional addition for invoking good fortune, the consistent presence of 

red, white, and green on the tray firmly establishes these colors as the beginning of 

Piero’s heraldic vocabulary. 

This shift from a monochrome relief at San Miniato to a fully colored birth tray within a couple 

of months strongly indicates that at end of the 1440s Piero was actively shaping the Medici’s 

evolving identity. The birth of the Piero’s’ (and Cosimo’s) male heir was a momentous occasion, 

and Piero’s decision to link his personal emblem with Lorenzo’s birth suggests that the three 

feathers, particularly in red, white, and green, were intended as a dynastic marker from the 

beginning. 

The Colors of Florence: Dante, Architecture, Politics, and the Medici Legacy 

Few colors are as deeply embedded in Florentine identity as red, white, and green—a palette 

that transcends art and politics to touch the very essence of what it meant to be Florentine in 

the 15th century. These colors, which Piero de’ Medici adopted as part of his personal emblem, 

were not an arbitrary choice, nor merely a statement of familial prestige. Instead, they were 

deeply rooted in Florence’s literary, architectural, and political heritage, making them an 

unmistakable declaration of Medici legitimacy as rulers of the city. 

To understand the power of these colors, one must begin with Dante Alighieri, Florence’s 

greatest poet and the very architect of its spiritual and intellectual identity. In both the Vita 

Nova and Purgatorio, Dante associates red, white, and green with the three theological virtues—
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red for Charity, white for Faith, and green for Hope—and ties them directly to Beatrice, the 

celestial figure who guides him to divine revelation. Beatrice is no ordinary literary muse; she is 

the very personification of Florence’s higher calling, the idealized vision of a city destined to lead 

others toward truth and salvation. Through her, Dante makes these colors not just symbols of 

virtue but also of Florence itself—a city of spiritual enlightenment, wisdom, and destiny. 

This literary foundation was reinforced in Florentine architecture, where these same colors 

became physically embedded in the city’s most iconic structures. The façade of Giotto’s Bell 

Tower, one of Florence’s most famous landmarks, was built using a striking combination of red, 

white, and green marble, ensuring that these colors were permanently etched into the city’s 

landscape. At the time of Piero’s adoption of these colors, the façade of Florence’s cathedral, 

Santa Maria del Fiore, had not yet been completed, but when it was eventually designed in the 

19th century, it was made to match Giotto’s Campanile, further cementing these hues as symbols 

of Florence’s sacred and civic pride. 

Beyond poetry and architecture, these colors were also woven into Florence’s political history. 

The Parte Guelfa, the faction that had controlled Florence’s government in the 14th century, also 

used red, white, and green as their tinctures, associating these hues with the city’s long-standing 

political traditions. This was not a minor historical detail; the Guelfs had ensured that Florence 

remained a staunchly independent republic, free from imperial control. When the Medici rose to 

power, they positioned themselves as successors to this Guelf tradition, and by adopting these 

colors, Piero subtly reinforced his family’s legitimacy as the rightful rulers of Florence. 

If the three-feather motif was originally created by Piero as a personal device, then the colored 

feathers on Lorenzo’s birth tray marked its transition into a broader dynastic emblem. This shift 

is particularly evident in Piero’s greatest artistic project—the Magi Chapel, built almost entirely 

from red and green porphyry and white marble, reflecting the tricolor scheme that first appeared 

in association with Lorenzo’s birth. 

Inside the Magi Chapel, Benozzo Gozzoli’s fresco cycle continues this theme, where these colors 

appear not only in decorative elements but also in the clothing of the three Magi themselves. 

The alignment of each Magi with one of the three colors reinforces the idea that the Medici—
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specifically Cosimo, Piero, and Lorenzo—were ruling Florence as a triad of progeny, each 

occupying a distinct role in the cycle of governance: 

• The Youngest Magus, dressed in white, represents Lorenzo, who, positioned on the east 

wall, signifies the rising sun, marking him as the future head of the family. 

• The Middle Magus, dressed in green, represents Piero, positioned on the south wall, like 

the noonday sun at the height of its power, reflecting his role as the active leader of the 

Medici’s affairs. 

• The Oldest Magus, dressed in red, represents Cosimo, positioned on the west wall, like 

the setting sun, signifying his withdrawal from daily governance but his continued 

patriarchal influence over the family and city. 

It is no coincidence, therefore, that the Middle Magus, associated with Piero on the south wall, 

wears a headdress composed of the three feathers—white, red, and green. This visual connection 

reinforces Piero’s personal identification with these colors, further embedding his dynastic 

vision into the very fabric of the Medici’s most sacred commissions. 

Thus, when Piero adopted the three-feather motif and eventually colored it red, white, and 

green, he was doing far more than establishing a personal emblem. He was aligning his dynastic 

identity with Florence’s greatest poet, its most iconic architecture, and its deep political history. 

These were the colors of Dante’s vision, the hues of Florence’s grandest cathedrals, and the 

symbols of the city’s Guelf heritage—now co-opted by the Medici as the rightful stewards of 

Florentine destiny. 

In doing so, Piero ensured that the Medici legacy was not simply one of political power but of 

cultural guardianship. By binding his family’s identity to the enduring symbols of Florentine 

pride, he solidified their place within the very soul of the city, ensuring that the Medici name 

would be forever tied to Florence’s poetic, religious, and architectural traditions. Through the 

Magi Chapel, this visual and theological program made one thing clear: just as the Magi followed 

the Star of Bethlehem, Florence—under the Medici’s leadership—was now the guiding light of 

Christendom. 
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