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View of Florence, copy of the Carta della Catena, c.1480 



Michelozzo. Palazzo Medici-Riccardi  (Florence) begun 1444  



Jacopo Pontormo. Cosimo de Medici, c. 1528  

 

Còsimo di Giovanni degli Mèdici (1389 –1464) 

was the first of the Medici political dynasty, de 

facto rulers of Florence  during much of the 

Italian  Renaissance; also known as "Cosimo 'the 

Elder'" ("il Vecchio") and "Cosimo Pater Patriae" 

(Latin: 'father of the nation'). 

 

Born in Florence, Cosimo inherited both his 

wealth and his expertise in business from his 

father,  Giovanni de Bicci de Medici . In 1415 he 

accompanied theAntipope John XXIII at the 

Council of Constance, and in the same year he 

was named Priore of the Republic. Later he acted 

frequently as ambassador, showing a prudence 

for which he became renowned.  His power over 

Florence stemmed from his wealth, which he 

used to control votes. As Florence was proud of 

its “democracy”, he pretended to have little 

political ambition, and did not often hold public 

office. 



Michelozzo. Palazzo Medici-Riccardi  

(Florence) begun 1444  

 

According to Vasari and other sources, 

Brunelleschi submitted a model for a new 

house to Cosimo de’Medici.  It has been 

suggested that this house would have been 

situated  on the Piazza San Lorenzo, its 

portal opposite that of the church, and that 

they would have faced each other across a 

large piazza This location was within the 

third circle of walls, but outside the area of 

Florence where the older families lived.  

Vasari reports that Cosimo rejected 

Brunelleschi’s proposal as too sumptuous 

and that Brunelleschi then smashed the 

model.  The story suggests that Cosimo did 

not wish his residence to be so splendid 

that it would make him appear what, in 

fact, he was- the ruler of Florence.  



The designation of the Medici house as 

a place does not indicate any special 

status, for the Italian word palazzo 

(palace) is used to refer to any large 

building, and town houses of 

Florentine merchants, even modest 

ones, are called palazzi. But the 

dimensions of the Medici Palace are by 

no means modest.  Each story is more 

than twenty feet high, and the entire 

structure, to the top of the cornice, 

rises more than seventy feet above the 

street.  It is usually presumed that the 

architect of the palace was Michelozzo 

di Bartolommeo (1396-1472), but at 

least one scholar has reattributed it to 

Brunelleschi based on the originality 

of the structure; the exceptional 

nature of the palace makes it difficult 

to identify the architect.  



Narrow horizontal moldings called stringcourses separate the three stories, 

and the progressive diminution in height from the lower to the upper story 

is accompanied by correspondingly smoother surface treatments.  

 

The rustication may have been intended to convey to the Florentine 

passerby a moral quality- the Tuscan dignity and antique fortitude of the 

House of Medici. The Medici Palace served as the model for Florentine 

palazzi for almost a century.  



Like large medieval palaces, the Medici Palace was built around a central 

courtyard called a cortile.  Its lower story is a continuous arcade, the 

second has mullioned windows resembling those of the exterior, and third 

was originally an open loggia.  The columns of the ground story resemble 

those of Brunelleschi’s buildings, but they are heavier in their proportions, 

as is appropriate for columns that functionally and visually must support 

an enclosed second story.  



Michelozzo. Saint John the Baptist (at the 

Kimbell Art Museum) 

 

This masterpiece of early Renaissance 

sculpture was recently identified as the lost 

statue of Saint John the Baptist from the 

church of the Santissima Annunziata in 

Florence. The statue originally stood atop a 

marble holy-water basin, or stoup (which 

accounts for the areas of light water corrosion 

around the lower parts and the pattern of 

wear to the gilding of the feet, where it would 

have been touched by the hands of the 

faithful). 

 

Renowned equally as a sculptor and an 

architect, Michelozzo assisted Ghiberti on the 

famous bronze doors to the Baptistery of 

Florence Cathedral (the Gates of Paradise) and 

went on to create some of the most famous 

funeral monuments of the age.  



Benozzo Gozzoli. Procession of the 

Magi (Palazzo Medici-Riccardi), 1459, 

fresco 

 

Like many other European cities, 

Florence had sumptuary laws, which 

forbid ostentatious displays of wealth- 

but they were often ignored.  Under 

Florentine law, for example, private 

homes were limited to a dozen rooms; 

Cosimo, however, acquired and 

demolished twenty small houses to 

provide the site for his new residence. 



Benozzo Gozzoli. 

Procession of the Magi 

(Palazzo Medici-Riccardi), 

1459, fresco 

 

The chapel itself served 

the combined function of 

a place to worship and a 

reception room for state 

visitors.  Its decoration, 

which dissolves the walls 

into Albertian ‘windows’ 

giving onto vast Tuscan 

landscapes, was a tribute 

to Medici wealth, power, 

and piety.  The subject 

matter of the frescoes was 

probably chosen because 

of the family’s 

membership in the 

Company of the Magi. 



The Medici family’s special identification with the Magi is evident in the scene on the 

east wall.  There the procession is led by the youngest Magus Caspar, whose horse 

trappings are decorated with the gold balls of the Medici.  Family portraits and those 

of key political figures appear in Caspar’s retinue.  Cosimo is simply attired and rides 

a mule, also decked out with Medici palle.  This is a sign of his humility as well as his 

identification with Christ, who entered Jerusalem on a mule.  Next to Cosimo on a 

white horse is Piero, whose bright brocade cloak is consistent with his luxurious 

tastes. Although the frescoes may have originally been commissioned by Cosimo, it 

was his son Piero who over saw their execution and whose lavish taste they reflect.  





In the face of the youngest of 

the Magi- so tradition has it- 

Benozzo Gozzoli painted a 

portrait of Lorenzo de’ Medici 

(1449-1492), who represented 

the third generation of Medici 

rulers.  With him, the dynasty 

almost became a monarchy, and 

on the walls of this private 

chapel, the banker’s son wears 

a crown. Lorenzo himself 

appears against a laurel bush- 

a play upon the Latin word 

laurus, from which his name 

was derived. This role as one of 

the Magi would have been 

appropriate for Lorenzo, since 

he had been baptized on 

January 6, the feast of the 

Epiphany  (the celebration of 

the Magi).  

 



The harmonious features of the 

young king bear no obvious 

resemblance to known portraits 

of Lorenzo. When the frescos 

were painted, Lorenzo was still 

a child with immature features, 

but his is nevertheless unlikely 

to have been as handsome as 

this.  He was unabashedly ugly, 

with bulging eyes and a 

flattened nose.  But he more 

than made up for his looks with 

his kindness, charm, 

intelligence and artistic talents- 

as an organizer of lavish 

festivals, too, he was allegedly 

unsurpassed.  He came to 

power at the age of 21, and he 

entered the history books as 

Lorenzo the Magnificent.   

 



In their love of the rural 

life, the practical 

Florentines invariably 

remained profit-oriented; 

event he richest of them 

retired to their villas not 

just to escape from their 

business affairs and to find 

diversion in the beauty of 

nature, but to enjoy eggs 

freshly laid by their own 

hens and wine from the 

vineyards behind their 

houses.  The prosperity 

enjoyed by the city dwellers 

thereby spilled over onto 

the peasants in the region, 

who made a good living as 

tenant farmers or laborers 

on townspeople’s estates. 



Located within the fresco is a self-portrait of the artist.  He again gazes out 

of the picture, but here he has signed on his hat OPUS BENOTII- ‘the work 

of Benozzo,’ which can also be read as ‘the work of the notable [painter]’.  

His inclusion in this fresco signals the rising status of artists in general. 



The original altarpiece for the 

chapel was an Adoration of the 

Christ Child by Filippo Lippi; a 

copy by the Pseudo Pier 

Francesco Fiorentino replaces 

the original.  

 

On the ceiling, Christ’s 

monogram appears in a circle 

emitting solar rays, and the 

elaborate floor is tiled with red 

porphyry, green serpentine, 

and white marble.  The walls 

on either side of the altar 

depict hosts of angels singing 

and praying to the newborn 

Christ in Filippo’s painting. 

Through the presence of 

Filippo’s altarpiece, the 

Adoration is re-created at the 

end of the Magi’s journey. 



Donatello. David, c. 1428-32, bronze 

 

The least expected work of this period in any 

medium is Donatello’s nude David in bronze, the 

earliest known nude freestanding statue in the 

round since antiquity.  

 

His sculpture has been the subject of continuous 

inquiry and speculation, since nothing is known 

about the circumstances of its creation.  It is first 

recorded in 1469 in the courtyard of the Medici 

palace, where it stood on a base engraved with an 

inscription extolling Florentine heroism and 

virtue.  This inscription supports the suggestion 

that it celebrated the triumph of the Florentines 

over the Milanese in 1428. The laurel crown on 

the hat and the laurel wreath on which David 

stands are probably allusions to the Medici 

family, in whose palace the work was first 

documented in 1469. 



As a type for Christ, David has defeated Goliath-as-a-type-for-Satan.  



As a type for Christ, David has defeated 

Goliath-as-a-type-for-Satan.  As a symbol 

of the republican spirit of Florence, he 

defeats tyrants who threaten the city.  As 

one of Plato’s “beautiful boys,” he, like 

the figure in the bust of a youth, is under 

the protection of Eros.  

 

The latter meaning of the David is 

confirmed by the relief on Goliath’s 

helmet.  It shows a group of winged 

putti- multiple figures of Eros- pulling a 

triumphal chariot.  



Some modern historians have 

challenged the identity of the figure 

as David, proposing Mercury instead.  

Depictions of Mercury from the 

fifteenth century show the god with a 

particular hat called a petasus, 

similar to that worn by the David. A 

viewer’s position beneath the statue 

would have made the decapitated 

head barely visible and its identity as 

Goliath or Argo hard to ascertain.  

 

Interpretation of the statue as a 

Mercury would allow the Medici to 

avoid the charge of appropriation of 

public imagery for private use, 

Mercury being the patron god of 

merchants as well as of the arts, and 

thus an appropriate symbol for the 

family.  In fact, the statue did not 

have to read either as David or as 

Mercury, but could have been read as 

both. 



The placement of the David in the 

Medici palace courtyard resonates with 

the marriage festivities of 1469.  For the 

wedding feast the women were seated on 

the second floor of the palace, looking 

down into the courtyard- just as Michal, 

David’s wife, looked from her balcony at 

her husband.   

 

This then would have transformed the 

David into Lorenzo, a youthful hero 

growing into a wise ruler, just as the 

young king in the palace chapel frescoes 

evokes Lorenzo’s role as courtier in the 

1459 civic procession honoring the Pope 

and Galeazzo Sforza.   

 

The multiple meanings evoked by the 

David typify the complex interweaving 

of personal and public imagery in Medici 

commissions. 



The statue is softly sensuous, like 

the cult statues of the Roman 

youth Antinous.  David resembles 

an ancient statue mainly in its 

contrapposto.  If the figure has a 

classical appearance, the reason 

lies in its expression, not anatomy.  

The lowered gaze signifies 

humility, which triumphs over the 

sinful pride of Goliath.  It was 

inspired by Classical examples, 

which equate the lowered gaze 

with modesty and virtue. 



David's pose is languid and his expression 

dreamy, neither of which seems to express 

the narrative moment.  

 

A pre-pubescent boy could not be expected 

to have the muscular development of an 

adult, but the softness of his body and the 

emphasis on his lower stomach strike most 

viewers as surprisingly effeminate.  

 

The nudity can be explained by David's 

refusal to wear armor in his confrontation 

with Goliath, as well as by references to 

classical heroes, but the fact that he wears 

a hat and boots makes no sense in terms of 

either the Biblical narrative or the 

classical connection and tends to make his 

lack of clothing seem strange. 



The strangeness of the figure has been 

interpreted in a variety of ways. One has 

been to suggest that Donatello was 

homosexual and that he was expressing that 

sexual attitude through this statue.  (The 

figure bears a resemblance to the 

mythological youth Ganymede, who was 

abducted by Zeus disguised as an eagle.) 

 

A second is to suggest that the work refers to 

homosocial values in Florentine society 

without expressing Donatello's personal 

tendencies. During Classical antiquity, 

homosexuality had been something that was 

practiced regularly, and men believed that 

they could only achieve great love with other 

men.  

 

However, during the time of the Renaissance, 

when the statue was created, sodomy was 

illegal, and over 14,000 people had been tried 

in Florence for this crime. 



Donatello. Judith and Holofernes, late 1450s,  

bronze with some gilding 

 

The bronze sculpture Judith and Holofernes (1460), 

created by Donatello at the end of his career, can be 

seen in the Hall of Lilies (Sala dei Gigli), in the 

Palazzo Vecchio in Florence. A copy stands in one of 

the sculpture's original positions on the Piazza della 

Signoria in front of the Palazzo Vecchio.  

 

It depicts the assassination of the Assyrian general 

Holofernes by Judith and is remarkable for being one 

of the first Renaissance sculptures to be conceived in 

the round, with its four distinct faces. 

 

The statue was commissioned by Cosimo de’ Medici 

as a decoration for the fountain in the garden of the 

Palazzo Medici-Riccardi. It may have stood in this 

palace together with Donatello's David, standing in 

the courtyard, both depicting tyrant slayers. These 

two statues are among the earliest freestanding 

Italian Renaissance statues. 



In 1494, after the Medici were 

expelled from Florence, the statue 

was placed in front of the Palazzo 

Vecchio as a symbol of the victory of 

freedom over tyranny.  What 

originally had been an image of 

Medici republicanism, therefore, 

came to stand for rebellion against 

Medici tyranny.  



Donatello’s statue depicts the 

moment when a determined 

Judith raises the scimitar a 

second time, having broken 

Holofernes’ neck with her 

first blow. Judith’s victory 

over Holofernes was 

compared with that of Mary 

over sensuality (luxuria), 

which is thought to derive 

from pride (superbia), the 

first sin and source of all 

others.  Judith’s purity in the 

face of Holofernes’s flattery 

as he tried to seduce her is 

compared to the virginity of 

Mary. 

 

A medallion inscribed 

‘SUPERBIA’ is slung over 

the back of the neck of 

Holofernes, identifying him 

as having fallen through the 

sin of arrogant pride.  



 

As with several earlier sculptures, 

Donatello included iconographic elements 

derived from antiquity that indicate the 

underlying meaning of the Judith.  Each 

side of the triangular base supporting 

Holofernes’s wineskin depicts an 

orgiastic scene in which putti engage in 

bacchanalian rites.   

 

The Laws of Plato, which were well 

known to the Medici circle of artists and 

intellectuals, decry drunkenness as a 

poor foundation for the ideal state.  As 

such, Plato’s political message is in 

accord with aspects of the apocryphal 

story, in which a powerful general is 

weakened by drink.  Merging form with 

content, Donatello’s sculptural base 

coincides with the weak foundations of 

Holofernes’s tyrannical army. 



Paolo Uccello. Battle of San Romano, c. 1455, tempera on wood  



Paolo di Dono, known as Paolo Uccello (Paul ‘Bird,’ c. 1397-1475), had a long life, but 

seems to have painted little. Uccello’s panels of the Battle of San Romano recall a 

Florentine victory over the Sienese in 1432.  The panels once decorated a bedchamber 

in the Medici Palace that was later occupied by Lorenzo the Magnificent; Niccolo da 

Tolentino, who died in the battle, was an ally of Cosimo, and the subject may have 

been chosen to exalt his memory. Niccolo was a mercenary soldier for hire, a 

condottierre. 



Condottieri (meaning “contractors”) 

were contracted by Italian city-states for 

military defense. On the left is a fresco 

dedicated to one such man by Paolo 

Uccello, situated in Florence Cathedral. 

Donatello honored the condottiere 

Erasmo di Narni (nicknamed 

“Gattamelata”) in an equestrian statue 

located in Padua (seen above). 



The three panels are now divided among 

London, Florence, and Paris, and recent 

scholarship has argued, partly on the 

basis of differences in the style of armor, 

that the London and Florence panels 

were executed for an earlier Medici 

residence and that the Paris panel was 

added when a larger space became 

available in the new Medici Palace.   

 

The panels were originally arched to fit 

into a vaulted chamber but the tops have 

been cut off, explaining why no horizon 

line or sky is visible today. 



The impression is one of a tournament rather than a military engagement.  This is 

partly due, of course, to Uccello’s geometricization of the forms and his emphasis on 

ornament rather than grim reality.  The unreality of the scene also derives, in part, 

from the perspective construction.  Most of the broken lances have fallen in conformity 

with Albertian orthogonals.  So have pieces of armor including, in the lower left-hand 

corner of the Florence panel, a shield around which is wrapped a scroll bearing 

Uccello’s signature in perspective.  



Tolentino wears a red and gold headdress supported by a mazzocchio 

and extends his baton.  Above is a fluttering banner decorated with 

his device of the knot of Solomon, the insignia of Niccolo da Tolentino.  

The banner bearing the insignia of Niccolo da Tolentino is painted in 

an extravagant arabesque.  It is held aloft by a youthful standard 

bearer, whose handsome face is unmasked. 

Above: Paolo Uccello. 
Drawing of a 
mazzocchio, 1430s, 
pen and ink 



Throughout the panel, the 

orange fruit in the trees, 

echoed in the balls on the 

horse trappings, refer to 

Uccello’s Medici patrons.  The 

oranges are actually a type of 

apple and a Medici symbol, the 

mala medica – “medicinal 

apple.” Since the Medici name 

means “doctors,” it was natural 

for them to choose this fruit as 

their symbol. 



Lorenzo de’ Medici was the grandson of Cosimo. Known as Lorenzo the 

Magnificent (Lorenzo il Magnifico) by contemporary Florentines, he was a 

diplomat, politician and patron of scholars, artists, and poets. Perhaps what 

he is most known for is his contribution to the art world, giving large 

amounts of money to artists so they could create master works of art. His 

life coincided with the high point of the mature phase Italian Renaissance 

and his death coincided with the end of the Golden Age of Florence. 



Although he was primarily a 

statesman, Lorenzo was also a 

philosopher and a poet.  Lorenzo 

respected the poet Marsilio Ficino 

(depicted left) so highly that he 

maintained a villa outside 

Florence as a comfortable setting 

for Ficino to live, to receive the 

intellectuals of his day, and to 

instruct them on Neoplatonic 

ideas.  

 

Lorenzo himself made regular 

visits to the villa to discuss 

philosophy with Ficino over 

elegantly served dinners.  In his 

poetry, written in vernacular 

Italian rather than Latin, Lorenzo 

expresses his understanding of the 

interplay between the earthly and 

heavenly forms of love. 



Sandro Botticelli. The Adoration of the Magi, 1475 

 

This painting by Sandro Botticelli was painted after 1469, the year Lorenzo assumed 

control of Florence. The aged Cosimo, who had died in 1464, before the picture was 

painted, is the oldest Magus, kneeling before the Christ Child. The work was actually 

commissioned by Gaspare di Zanobi del Lama, a banker connected to the House of Medici, 

for his chapel. 



Del Lama is portrayed as the old man on the right with white hair and a light blue robe 

looking and pointing at the observer. In the picture is also present Botticelli's alleged self-

portrait, as the blond man with yellow mantle on the far right. Below the first Magus the 

two other Magi kneel in intense conversation- apparently portraits of Giovanni (d. 1463) 

and Piero the Gouty (d. 1469), Cosimo’s sons.  The youth at the extreme left, embraced by 

a friend as he listens to the words of a somewhat older mentor, may be Lorenzo.  At the 

right, a dark-haired youth in profile, gazing downward, resembles surviving portraits of 

Giuliano, Lorenzo’s brother. 



Cosimo’s action is similar to that of the priest at the benediction of the sacrament. The 

scene takes place in a shed with a broken stone wall at the right.  New branches emerging 

from the blocks of stone, like the peacock, denote rebirth and immortality.  Referring to 

Christ’s death, on the other hand, is the traditional mourning pose of Joseph, who stands 

behind the Virgin and Christ under the radiant star of Bethlehem.  The elevation and 

setting of Mother and Child replicated that of the altarpiece, itself elevated on the altar in 

the chapel.  The crumbling arches at the far left signify the decline of pre-Christian Rome. 
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