
fig. 1 Unknown artist, Jeanne Leber at Work, 1935, charcoal, Congr~gation de 
Nocre-Dame, Moncreal. (photo: Leo-Paul Desrosiers, Dons I~ nid tk /'ttig/lm 10 Calombt, 
Monrreal: Fides, 1963) 
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JEANNE LEBER 
Recluse and Embroideress (1662-1714) 

She was assisted in all her work only by the Angels, with whom she conversed 

and who doubtless greatly enjoyed her company.' 

I n the late afternoon of August 5, 1695, Montreal witnessed a ceremony 
unique in the religious history of New France. Jeanne Leber, the thirty-three 

year-old daughter of the prosperous merchantJacques Leber, joined the Sisters 
of the Congregation of Notre-Dame as a recluse (fig.1). The previous day, a 
notarized contract had been signed, setting out the parties' commitments: in 
exchange for a dowry that would finance the completion and furnishings of the 
convent's new chapel, the nuns would allow Jeanne to live in a cell built behind 
the altar. Thus, after vespers on the feast day of Our Lady of the Snow, a clerical 
procession escorted the young woman, accompanied by her father, from the 
family home on Saint-Paul Street to the Congregation's chapel. There, the 
Grand Vicar Dollier de Casson, Superior of Montreal's Saint-Sulpice Seminary, 
pronounced a blessing and having exhorted J eanne to persevere, led her to the 
cell where she shut herself away. This public act took place against the strains of 
the litanies of the Blessed Virgin sung by an assembly of Montreal clergy, Sisters 
of the Congregation, and "other persons from outside." Jacques Leber alone was 
absent from this final ceremony as he was too distressed to see his only daughter 
become a recluse. The next day, August 6 - the Feast of the Transfiguration - the 
new chapel was blessed and a solemn mass was sung, accompanied "by all the 
symphony that Canada could muster." In attendance were "a great many People," 
now including Jacques Leber "who, though unable to attend the Entrance 
ceremony, due to a surfeit of emotion, came the following day to attest that, 
despite his Overwhelming fatherly love, he was willingly consecrating to 
God ... his very dear daughter. ll2 

When she died on October 3, 1714 at age fifty-two, J eanne Leber had 
spent thirty-four years secluded from the world: fifteen in her father's home 
and nineteen in her cell. From adolescence to death, she had immersed herself 
in a ceaseless dialogue with God. Her increasingly demanding regime led to 
total abnegation, self-effacement and denial of the body, in yielding to spirituality 
and mysticism. This extreme asceticism coincided with a troubled time in the 
history of Montreal, where the survival of Catholicism was under constant 
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threat, requiring for grand deeds, heroes and sacrifice, and the Leber family 
and the Montreal community supported the recluse in her calling. Under her 
inspiration, Montreal became a centre for intense spirituality, an anchor and 
point of reference for a land to be settled and made sacred. 

Like all contemplatives, Jeanne Leber divided her day between prayer 
and manual tasks. Her handiwork, dedicated to God and charity, helped to 
express and intensify her mysticism. She worked as a seamstress, spinner, lacemaker 
and embroideress to serve Montreal's poor and to decorate the chapels and 
churches of the neighbouring parishes. No source that truly quantifies or verifies 
her production has yet been found, but a collection of her liturgical ornaments 
was exhibited in 1995 at the Maison Saint-Gabriel, giving Montrealers their 
first opportunity to get to know the reclusive J eanne Leber and her embroidered 
legacy.3 This event prompted new research and analysis, and the results presented 
here will attempt to shed new light on the greatest embroiderer working in 
Montreal around the turn of the seventeenth century. Furthennore, the movement 
for Leber's canonization, led by the Montreal Congregation of Notre-Dame, 
demonstrates her ongoing relevance and the historical importance of her 
embroidered work. 

Historiography and Sources 
J eanne Leber left no writings about her life and spiritual journey; neither did her 
confessor, Abbot Franc;:ois Seguenot, the Sulpician priest who attended her 
nineteen years of seclusion, nor her cousin Anne Barrois, known as Sister Saint 
Charles in the Congregation ofNotre-Dame, who brought meals to her cell. This 
study is based on the first posthumous biography of Leber, written between 
1715 and 1722 by the Sulpician, Franc;:ois Vachon de Belmont.4 In his preface 
de Belmont disclaims all panegyrical intent; he reconstructed her life from facts 
"that have been seen by eyewitnesses, and Words that their ears have Heard." He 
used first-hand accounts by the mother superiors ofH6tel-Dieu in Montreal and 
the Ursulines in Quebec City, and from a report by two of] eanne~ friends, one 
of whom attended the Ursuline boarding school with her. Although he does 
not quote him, the Sulpician undoubtedly drew on the confidences of Abbot 
Franc;:ois Seguenot/ the recluse's spiritual advisor, who was still alive in 1722. De 
Belmont's manuscript inspired two further Sulpician biographies, one by Etienne 
Montgolfier/ written in 1768, and the other by Etienne Faillon/ published in 
1860. These writings, based on oral accounts gathered by de Belmont after 
Jeanne Leber's death, are of questionable reliability. Despite their stated aim 
of historical authenticity, the authors took a hagiographic approach to the subject 
Their accounts are constructed as a series of facts and counter-facts designed to 
enhance Leber's exceptional personality and actions in order to convince the 
reader of her holiness.s In their hands she becomes a fanatical Sulpician 
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heroine. Her embroidery work is used to bolster this image: she embroidered 
quickly, she embroidered well and she embroidered in the service of God. Such 
perfection could be explained only by the intercession of divine power manifested 
through the presence of the angels that assisted her every effort. 

New studies and biographies of Leber have appeared since the nineteenth 
century. The Sisters of the Congregation ofNotre-Dame painstakingly gathered 
all the available documents that chronicle her life, and in 1988, when she was 
re-interred at Notre-Dame-des-Neiges Cemetery, the community led by Sister 
Helene Tremblayundertook to authenticate her remains.9 In 2000, Franr;oise 
Deroy-PineaulO provided a minutely detailed analysis of her family and religious 
connections, thus completing the methodical task begun by the historian Leo­
Paul Desrosiers in 1963.11 These two authors rejected the hagiographic approach 
in favour of a new reading of the sources, which include notarized documents, 
and they examine her life in the context of recluses of the Middle Ages and 
those of contemporary mystics. 

The ethnologist Marius Barbeau was the first to bring J eanne Leber's 
skills as an embroideress to public notice.12 In the course of his fieldwork on the 
collections of Quebec religious communities, he gathered oral accounts and 
secular attributions of objects associated with persons or historical events of 
significance to each community. (For the Sisters of the Congregation ofNotre­
Dame, there was and still is, no question as to the attribution ofJeanne Leber's 
ornaments.) Barbeau focused on the relationship between her work and pieces 
done by the Quebec City Ursulines, and identified the French influence in the 
models and techniques employed by the embroiderers of New France. In 1947, 
he described a dozen pieces stitched by the recluse, explaining the paucity of 
objects by the major fires that destroyed the Congregation buildings in 1768 and 
1893, and the destruction, relocation and demolition of parish churches in 
Montreal. Since then, no in-depth inventory and analysis has been made to 
complete his research. A systematic survey and examination of the embroidered 
ornaments still preserved in church sacristies - including those ofNotre-Dame 
Basilica and the chapels of Montreal's oldest religious communities - would 
significantly further our knowledge of] eanne Leberl; production and its history. 

A Family of Wealth and Distinction 
Jeanne was the descendent of two Montreal merchant families: the Lebers and 
the Lemoynes. Her mother, Jeanne, sailed from Dieppe for New France in 
1657 to join her brother, Charles Lemoyne who had enlisted in 1641, at the 
age of fifteen, to help found a new city on the island of Montreal. J acques Leber, 
a native of Pitres, near Rouen in Normandy, was sixteen when he left the banks 
of the Seine for the shores of the Saint-Lawrence in 1649.13 Jacques Leber swiftly 
and skilfully laid the foundations of his considerable fortune, and his signature 

9 



is found on all manner of notarized acts. He was everywhere; conducting business, 
trading with the Natives, buying land and making a name for himself in political, 
military and religious circles.14 An inventory of his assets and goods beginning 
in 1693 establishes him as a member of the colonial elite that was loyal to European 
traditions but deeply influenced by the American experience. He was one of 
the few merchants in Montreal to hire a black manservant, a native of Guinea. lS 

Vachon de Belmont notes that ''Jacques Leber, for his personal Merit and 
for the services he rendered to the nasceht colony of Montreal, was deemed by 
the King worthy of Letters of Nobility .... Through his skill in commerce, which 
the King permitted the Nobility to practice in Canada, he acquired immense 
wealth."16 Leber's flourishing fortune was based chiefly on two pursuits: 
transporting merchandise upriver to Montreal from Quebec City, the last port 
of call for ships from France, and sending enormous quantities of fur to Europe. 
Besides his brother-in-law Charles Lemoyne, he was the only merchant to own 
interests outside of Montreal, investing in cod fishing and outfitting ships that 
plied the routes between France, Canada, Acadia and the Antilles. 

According to the historian Louise Dechene, textiles topped the list of 
products sold by Montreal merchants. 17 Between 1680 and 1720, woollens, 
linens and other dry goods accounted for forty percent of the value of the stock 
on hand in shops, not counting French-and colonial-made blankets and garments 
(thirteen per cent). Leber kept lengths of red and blue material woven from 
local wool for trading with the Natives. However, colonial production accounted 
for only five per cent of the textiles sold in Montreal. Half of all retail sales were 
European goods that included coarse hemp cloth, but also fine materials from 
Rouen, Morlaix, Paris, Laval and the Netherlands. The wealthiest colonists 
bought stylish, refined fabrics - bombazine, damask, taffeta, brocade, muslin, 
cotton, calico and silk that were stocked by elite merchants to satisfY demanding 
tastes. These merchants also sold fine notions - braid, ribbons, buttons, gold and 
silver thread, laces, and embroidery threads, which were required for making both 
lay attire and church ornaments. J eanne Leber had ready access to fabrics and 
models for her embroidery in her father's shop, that occupied the ground floor 
of the family home. 

Alongside textile products, Leber sold other articles for the general public 
and for religious communities, including devotional objects used in preaching 
to the Natives. lS His on-hand inventory lists "forty-two paper prints ... [and] 
nine other very small illuminated prints."19 They were produced by important 
families of engravers on Boulevard Saint-Jacques in Paris and used by missionaries 
as visual aids in explaining the mysteries of Christianity.20 Easily carried, rolled 
around a wooden dowel or slipped between the pages of a missal, they were 
essential teaching tools. They also served to introduce religious iconography and 
Baroque art to New France, providing inspiration for architects, painters, 
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sculptors, gilders and embroiderers. Of the four Leber sons, Pierre was no 
doubt closest to his sister in terms of taste and personal commitment. ill 1688, 
he and Franc;:ois Charon de la Barre co-founded the Hopital-General de Montreal 
to provide care for the needy such as beggars, orphans and the disabled, as well 
as employment in carpentry, ironwork and other workshop skills.21 The 
inventory of Pierre Leber's estate, drawn up by the notary Raimbault in 1707, 
indicates that three rooms on the third floor of the building were reserved for 
his painting and teaching, and lists his materials: 

8 drawers full of all Sorts of Colours and two full of brushes and painting 
Knives, another drawer full of gum arabic ... one Marble for Grinding 
Colours ... yellow ochre .. .lead white ... smoke black ... walnut oil...one 
painter's easel. . .4 primed Canvases for painting, 2 on their stretchers ... four 
paintings representing the Holy VIrgin and Saint Theresa and Saint Paul.22 

His studio was put to notable use during the construction of the Hopital­
General's house of worship, which was largely financed and decorated by Pierre 
Leber. Begun in 1695, this "very pretty church" dedicated to SaintAnne, with 
its tiny Sacred Heart chapel, was completed in 1704. The sanctuary tabernacle 
was covered with "seven pieces of painted canvas [and the] altar frontal is of 
gilded leather. [On] the sculpted altar retable, two paintings in golden frames, 
one representing an Ecce Homo and the other a Holy Virgin ... and in the 
background a large painting representing SaintJoseph holding the Christ Child 
in his arms ... [and] above the retable a Christ on a wooden croSS."23 Twenty-seven 
paintings in gilt frames adorned the walls of the nave. At the back of the chapel, 
the sacristy was furnished with eight cupboards for liturgical ornaments, gilded 
wood statues, sacred vessels and wooden candlesticks. 

Both pious and both artists, Pierre and J eanne Leber chose to lead a 
religious life without joining orders. They shared their lifelong wealth with 
Montreal's religious communities, and used their talent to appoint and decorate 
many of the city's chapels and churches, thus helping to establish the Tridentine 
liturgy in New France. 

Marie Leber, J acques Leber's sister, was instrumental in her niece's training 
and destiny. ill 1664, after the death of her mother, Colette Cavelier, Marie left 
the village ofPltres at the age of twenty-four to join her brother in New France. 
ill October 1668, she was admitted to the Ursuline novitiate in Quebec City by 
its founder, Marie de l'lncarnation, then Mistress of the Novices.24 The newcomer 
was one of the "very good subjects capable of helping us bear the weight of our 
duties, which grow from day to day. "25 ill fact Marie Leber, who became Marie 
de l'Annonciation, held a number of positions in the Utsuline convent. Over the 
years, she was in charge of supplies, accounting and linens, "difficult, arduous 
tasks" that required business sense and management skills.26 ill carrying out 
her duties, she likely made use of her ties with the Leber-Lemoyne family. 

11 



Marie saw the convent destroyed by fire in a matter of hours on 20 October 1686, 
its second such disaster. She was there through its rebuilding and enlargement, 
and for the inception of the Ursulines' grand artistic project of the eighteenth 
century: the construction of a new chapel.27 Marie's presence at the convent 
ensured a special relationship between the Leber family and the Quebec City 
U rsulines for forty-six years; the ties were spiritual, religious and affective, 
but also material and artistic. For example, her nephew Pierre commissioned 
the Ursulines to gild the tabernacle for the Saint Anne chapel he built at 
the Hopital-General de MontreaU8 

Training and Influences 
In 1674, mowing Marie would be nearby, Jacques Leber andJeanne Lemoyne 
entrusted their twelve-year-old daughter to the Ursulines, who ran the only 
boarding school for girls in New France.29 Jeanne was to complete her education 
and prepare for her first communion in Quebec City. The register of arrivals for 
21 April 1674, indicates that "the young lady Jeanne Leber of Montreal has 
become a boarder at our convent." For his daughter's upkeep,Jacques Leber paid 
two hundred pounds a year, eighty pounds more than the normal fee, "in 
consideration that she be better treated than the other boarders ... and the little 
Leber girl's linen is to be washed [here] in the house."3o The merchant had 
already given the nuns a deposit, paying in kind with forty bushels of wheat. 
J eanne was accorded special status because her father was wealthy and she was 
far from home. Like most of her companions, she spent just over a year as a 
boarder before leaving the Ursulines on 25 July 1675.31 During that time, she 
was privately tutored in selected subjects that complemented her home schooling.32 

The 1674 roster of boarders included one Metis girl, five Native and thirty­
six Canadian girls. Most of them were from the Quebec City or Trois-Rivieres 
area; only two were from Montreal: Marie Martin dit Lariviere and J eanne 
Leber. The convent personnel included nineteen choir sisters and six lay sisters.33 

Three years after the death of Madame de la Peltrie34 and two years after that 
of Marie de l'Incamation, the founders' spirit continued to guide the convent. 
Their original companions Mother Sainte-Croix and Mother Saint-Ignace 
were still alive, and life in the community continued to be ruled by the 
governing charter written in 1647, to which Marie de l'Incarnation had 
contributed.35 

But with a growing number of nuns arriving from Paris or from convents 
allied with the Paris mother house, the Quebec City Ursulines were gradually 
abandoning the conversion of young Native girls in favour of the educational 
mission prescribed by their fourth VOW.36 The convent's educational orientation 
is clearly set out in the 1635 Constitutions des Ursulines de Paris. The Mother in 
charge of schooling "shall not be obligated to have her students taught the 
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Catechism, only reading and writing, and she must also see to it that they learn 
some manual tasks, this being applicable to young ladies, to protect them from 
idleness, mother of all vices, as well as to the others, to ease their life of poverty."J7 
Constitutions des Ursulines de Paris, expanded and reissued in 1652 and in 1673, 
contains a educational code governing courses, daily schedules and the life of 
boarders and day students, as well as extensive chapters on handiwork and the 
necessary aptitudes of the handiwork mistress: 

She shall teach them with patience and attention, showing fondness and 
encouraging them to learn well; she shall inspect their work frequently and, 
as needed, work in front of them, having them undo that which they have 
done badly, showing them how to redo it properly & how to work neatly, 

tightly tying off their thread, wool or silk, & to handle the fabrics with care. 
She shall usually have someone close to her for this subject, taking them one 
after the other and not having more than two or three at a time, if possible, 
so as to better apply herself.J8 

The little girls first learned easy, basic work such as sewing proper seams and 
hems, drawing patterns on canvas and linen and doing counted-stitch work. 
The more skilled pupils worked embroidered flowers, gold and silver thread 
embroidery, bobbin lace, French stitch, English stitch and "other handiwork 
used in this country & which their parents want them to knoW."J9 

In her history of the Ursulines, written in 1788, Marie de Chantal Gueudre 
evokes the atmosphere of these monastic workshops: 

Coloured cartoons guided the young workers in their tapestry, or petit 
point embroidery, now called needle painting. For this latter work, they 
used the most varied tones of silk, harmonizing the nuances; fruits and 

flowers intermingled with diverse foliage stood out in remarkable relief. 
Cornucopias, baskets and other decorative elements joined them. The motifS 
were at times edged with silver or gold thread. The faces of the subjects 
dominating the paintings called for special talent and were thus entrusted to 
the best artists for execution.40 

All of these decorative motifs - fruits, flowers, foliage, cornucopias, baskets of 
flowers - are to be found in the embroidered ornaments preserved by the 
Quebec City Ursulines and in those attributed to Jeanne Leber. 

"When Leber became a boarder, French artistic traditions were already 
well entrenched at the Quebec City convent. Since its founding in 1639, the 
school had enjoyed the talents of Marie de I'Incarnation and her artistic gifts were 
lauded in a circular letter announcing her death on 30 April 1672: "She was 
highly industrious at all sorts of handiwork and knew everything that one could 
hope for in a person of her gender, both about embroidery, which she did to 
perfection, and about gilding and painting."41 (fig.2) Mindful of the status of a 
convent where "the ceremonies to which prominent observers attributed majesty 
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fig.] Anonymous 
or possibly Hughcs 
Ponunier, Portrait of 
the Venerable Maric 
de l'IDc;uTllltioD, 1672, 
oil on canvas, 86 1( 65 
cm, Mush des Ursulines 
de Quebec, Quebec. 
(photo: Musee des 
Ursulines de Quebec) 

equal to that of the best directed choirs ofFr:mce, - Marie de l'Incarnation aided 
me conununity and through it the Church in Canada. She was among those 
responsible for introducing Counter-Reformation art in New France. The 
movement's liturgical pomp is consistent with Tridentine rradition, which calls 
for the exhibition of sculpted, gilded, painted or embroidered art objects to 
serve me glory of God and me salvation of souls, but also supportS the eV'dIlgelical 
work of Ilussionaries. 

In 1656, Mane de l'Incarnation undertook the largest of all her construction 
projects: Madame de la Pelrrie's church. This structure comprised a choir, a 
chancel, an exterior church, four altars, three chapels and twO sacristies. The 
construction took ten years and cost the community 10,050 Tours pounds. An 
inventory of the sacristy drawn up in 1682 reports twenty-four altar frontals in 
addition to the loveliest ones stored "in an annoire at the end of the large 
dormitory .... l It was in this church thatJeanne Leber, like all the other boarders, 
came to pray, attend "Roman-style" services and, under the guidance of her 
mistresses, assist with embellislunents and ornamentation. 
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fig.] Workshop of the Qlleb« Umliines, A1rar frontal know as M[)ovc of the Iloly 
Ghost," (". 1700, 98 :a: 264 cm, Music des Ursulines de ~bcc, Qlleb«. (pholO: Patrick 
A1unan, Muslc national des bemx-ans du Qllebcc) 

\Vhen Mane de I'lncarnation died, her authority passed to Mane Lemaire­
des-Anges. Born into a well-to-do bourgeois family of Parisian merchants, 
Mane Lcmaire was ooptized in 1641 in the parish ofSaint-Gennain l'Auxerrois, 
where many embroiderers had their workshops .... At the age of fifteen she 
entered the Ursuline convent on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Jacques. After 
taking her vows, she sailed to New France and was welcomed by Marie de 
l'lncarnation, who saw in her an evcnruaJ successor "filled with the same zeal 
that she possessed. "4! 

Marie Lemairc-des-Anges took charge of the convent's artistic production. 
The account books revea l numerous purchases of gold leaf, gamboge and 
rabbitskin glue for gilding work, as weU as fabrics, skeins of silk, and gold and 
silver thread for embroidery. In 1686 a list of gifts received from the family of 
Mother Lemaire-des-Anges, noted "gold and silver thread, braid, twisted 
cannetille used in embroideries, thread and beads for the beautiful embroidered 
altar frontal and for the handsome chasuble, for the swn of 400 pounds ..... 
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In 1712, five years before the death of Mother Lemaire-des-Anges, she was 
described by the convent historian: "She liked to work for the decoration of 
the temples of the Lord and scarcely no Church in New France was without these 
works. The most beautiful ornaments in our sacristy are the fruit of her skills with 
those of our young Sisters that she has in part taught and trained in Embroidery."47 
(fig.3) Evidence that Marie Lemaire-des-Anges and her young nuns instructed 
J eanne Leber in handiwork is found in the iconographic and technical 
correspondences between the pieces attributed to Leber and objects in the 
collection of the Quebec City Ursulines. These were reported in 1768 by 
Monsignor Montgolfier, then Superior of the Saint-Sulpice Seminary in 
Montreal. He noted the emphasis on artistic activities in the daily life of the 
Ursulines and their pupils, and the effectiveness of their teaching method based 
on demonstration and example: 

Their reputation had already spread throughout the country; they 
especially excelled in spiritual matters, in Christian education, and for lay 

activities, in the embroidery work that they used extensively, in particular for 
church ornaments .... Seeing them always busy with embroidery or gilding 
for the decoration of altars, the young J eanne Leber took such a liking to 
these tasks that she later rivalled her mistresses, because she worked at them 

without respite during her evenings and free time.48 

Returning home to Montreal in 1675, J eanne Leber applied the knowledge she 
had acquired as a boarder: manual tasks, primarily embroidery, along with a 
marked inclination for solitude and prayer. The decor of the convent chapel 
had imbued her with the artistic legacy of Marie de l'Incamation, and she had 
been taught by Marie Lemaire-des-Anges, to whom the finest of the extant 
ornaments are attributed. The U rsulines had effectively transferred their artistic 
skills to her, and she in turn would introduce them to Montreal. 

A Life of Solitude 
J eanne Leber :first sought seclusion in her large family home and continued to 
follow the boarding school regime. She initially constrained herself to fifteen­
minute periods of prayer every day. Then, "from this :first quarter-hour that 
she gave to God without respite, one day it was observed that she no longer 
kept anything for herself and was giving all her hours to her Divine master." 
Moreover, "although she fulfilled all the duties of Decorum most pleasandy, 
She constandy felt Disgust for worldly thingS."49 

Both her social and private life changed: she ate only of necessity, spurned 
stylishness, and dressed in robes of coarse cloth; she adopted strict habits of 
prayer, worship and mortification and, of course, would not marry. Her biographers 
have speculated about whether she was imitating the great Italian mystic Saint 
Catherine of Siena, who also lived as a recluse in her father's home and whose 
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life story Jeanne may have read. 50 Had she also read the life of Marie de 
l'Incarnation written by the latter's son and published in Paris in early 1677, 
copies of which appeared in New France the same year?51 This text quotes the 
Ursuline nun as saying: "I was only twenty years old and my son was not yet a 
year old. My father bade me return to his home, which favoured my seclusion; I 
lived on the upper floor of the house, where, doing peaceful work, with my 
spirit pursuing its inner occupation, my heart spoke ceaselessly to God."52 

Like Jeanne Leber, Marie de l'Incarnation experienced the difficulty of 
finding solitude in a house alive with the sounds of family life and a business: 
""When I was obliged to appear in public .. .I made myself read, because it was a 
pious occupation, and because, in front of people, when I was unable to do 
handiwork to busy my outer self, I preferred to engross myself in a book rather 
than to reveal that I was praying, or to suffer from not praying."53 Marie de 
l'Incarnation used reading and handiwork to isolate herself from the world, to 
appear composed, and to mask her inner feelings and her prayers. 54 Despite 
the parallels between the two women, Jeanne Leber left no autobiography or 
personal letters dating or documenting her decision to become a recluse. However, 
since she was young and a layperson, neither sanctioned nor protected by the rules 
of any order or community, her parents and the Montreal Church authorities 
clearly felt that her case called for guidance and a structure. 

The prudent Sulpicians required that J eanne, who was only seventeen, 
complete five years of noviciate, during which she was to respect a vow of chastity 
and of seclusion in her fathers home. Her commitment would be renewed at age 
twenty-two by a vow of perpetual seclusion. She was placed under the spiritual 
guidance of Abbot Fran~ois Seguenot, who developed a schedule for her.55 Her 
biographer, de Belmont, wrote: "All her activities had to be ordered and integrated 
into a daily routine, this routine occupying every hour of the day with her manual 
tasks, she finally resolved to model herself after Saint Catherine of Siena and to 
live in her fathers house, alone, shut away in a room, thus renouncing all outside 
visits."56 For Seguenot, manual work was a desirable activity, strongly encouraged 
by religious community founders and spiritual directors. It is revelant to recall 
Saint Theresa of Avila's warning to her charges: "You shall do some manual 
work or handiwork so that the Devil finds you always busy and can never 
use your idleness to enter your souls."57 The needle arts offered every virtue, 
including that of allowing the stitcher to pray while working; to be productive 
while contemplating. 

The handiwork done in religious communities generated considerable 
income. In certain critical periods of their history, many groups survived only 
through the determined efforts of the most skilled nuns. This income was so 
important that Constitutions des Ursulines de Paris gives it an entire chapter. The 
aim was to have internal production benefit the convent without making it 
appear mercantile: 
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ftg.4 Location of 
J eanne Leber's cell 
installed behind the 
altar of the Chapel of 
the Congregation de 
Notre-Dame. (photo: 
Leo-Paul Desrosiers, 
Dans le nid de l'aiglon la 
Colombe, Montreal: 
Fides, 1963) 

The Sisters shall be allowed to work for people outside & receive a salary .... 
The convent shall never provide in any manner for the work that they do, 
so that it does not appear that we wish to deal in merchandise. Payment 
for the work shall be ... shared & shall not be proposed nor asked except 
very charitably & amiably; not exactingly & dearly. ... The Sisters who do the 
work shall not be named, nor shall the Sisters be told for whom the work is 
done & they shall work for the common good following the principle of Saint 
Augustine.58 

The collective and anonymous work of the nuns was dedicated to God. Their 
gift was all the more noble because the artists relinquished any recognition of 
their talents. 

After fifteen years as a recluse in her father's house, J eanne Leber entered 
her cell in the chapel of the Congregation ofNotre-Dame (fig.4). As members 
of a non-cloistered community, the sisters attended services in chapels and 
churches located near the convent. In 1693, led by their founder Marguerite 
Bourgeoys,s9 they had constructed their own chapel adjoining the main building.60 

Two years later, J eanne Leber, along with her father and brother, would provide 
four thousand pounds for the building of the chapel and "for the decoration, 
ornaments and vestments." These included the tabernacle, the ciborium, the 
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fig.S Wicket through 
which] eanne Leber received 
Holy Communion, wood 
and glass, Collection Maison 
Saint-Gabriel, Montreal. 
(photo: Alain Comtois) 

monstrance, the sanctuary lamp, the censer, one chalice, two cruets and one 
silver plate. In return,]eanne would have "a small apartment behind the said 
chapel serving as her retreat and living quarters" and the nuns would provide 
her "the necessary wood for her heating and her other needs both in sickness 
and in health."61 

J eanne Leber was thus purchasing the ideal conditions for her seclusion and 
a mystic life. Her three-level cell was separated from the chapel by a simple 
"partition of timber studs and mortar,"62 and "adjoining that of the Holy VIrgin, 
where the Word was made incarnate, which was conveyed by the angels to 
Loreto."63 Worship of Our Lady of Loreto had been introduced in New France 
in 1639 with the arrival of Father Chaumonot, who later modeled the chapel of 
the Lorette Huron mission, near Quebec City, after the Holy House of Lore to 
in Italy (believed to be the cottage in which the VIrgin was visited by God). It is 
likely thatJeanne's builder used the Huron chapel as a model for her own cell. 
It occupied the width of the church (8 meters) and was about three metres deep. 
Half of the ground floor served as a sacristy, having "two armoires, one for 
Linens and the Other for ornaments, a painting of the VIsitation and everything 
normally found in such a place." Leber had the floor behind the altar slightly 
lowered, so that when she lay "on the hard," she would be "but four inches 
away from the Holy Sacrament." She also installed a grate with a wicket opening 
on to the sanctuary for making confession and taking communion (fig.5). A 
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door across from the grate led to the Congregation garden and was used by 
her cousin Sister Saint Charles to bring her meals. 

The second floor consisted of a bedroom reached by a small stairway. 
Leber's cell had a window, from which "she never allowed herself to look" and 
all of the walls were "the natural colour of pine wood ... never having been painted." 
The third floor served as a workshop where "she did on Earth, day and night, that 
which the angels do in Heaven and worked to embellish the altars."64 As part of 
her contract with the Congregation ofN otre-Dame, she had the benefit of an 
annual annuity of five hundred pounds and reserved "the right to order and 
purchase each year seventy-five French pounds worth of wool, silk and other 
things she may need. "65 Her arrangement with the convent was thus mutually 
beneficial as she possessed skills that were much sought after, for according to 
the records of the Congregation ofNotre-Dame and Hotel-Dieu, no embroidery 
workshop then in Montreal could rival her work.66 

J eanne Leber's reputation as an emboiderer transcended the convent walls 
as she :filled outside commissions, including one for a: 

Recollet priest who was asked to help her embroider a sumptuous chalice veil; 
after having her do a bit of work in front ofhim and telling her to notify him 
in a month, believing that this time would barely suffice to do the Work that 
he had left her, [he] was very surprised when, eight days later, she sent for him 
and he saw this work effectively completed; she answered him simply that 
she had met with difficulty but that her good angel had helped her to work 
with facility.67 

Although Vachon de Belmont lauds Leber's speed and dexterity, his biography 
provides only a vague notion of the quantity of ornaments she produced: "She 
has furnished all the parishes from north to south of this government with 
chasubles, altar frontals, bouquets and other ornaments." Such generalizations 
are frequent in the obituaries of artist-nuns and are to be taken with a grain of 
salt. However, Fran~oise Deroy-Pineau counted fifteen parishes in the Montreal 
area in 1695, whenJ eanne Leber went into seclusion, and twenty-two in 1714, 
at the time of her death.6B VVhen a parish was created, the church decorations 
and furnishings were usually commissioned from religious communities according 
to their specific artistic skills. Leber most likely helped to ornament the new 
churches, as well as the Congregation's chapel. 

Decorating a chapel entailed substantial investment and many hours of 
meticulous and skilled painting, sculpting, gilding, embroidery and lacemaking. 
In 1694, the Quebec City Ursulines noted: "The residents of our Sainte-Croix 
land having built a small church at their own cost and expense, they expect us to 
contribute ... and to provide the things needed to ornament said chapel."69 At a 
meeting of their chapter, the nuns decided to furnish one painting, one altar 
ledge, one gilded Virgin, one altar frontal, one chasuble with alb, amice and 
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cincture, one chalice veil, one bourse, one corporal, one purificator, one hand 
basin and one altar cloth. These ornaments were typical of the orders Leber 
received in her cell. Needlework clearly occupied a good deal of her life, as evidenced 
by the coroner's report issued in 1991 at the time her remains were moved: he 
detected "pronounced, specific wear of the two upper and lower centre teeth 
consistent with a craft [using] sewing needles or thread."70 

From Quebec City to Montreal: At the Crossroads of Influences 
Five pieces from]eanne Leber's textile production have been selected for this 
article. Each is described by its place of use, iconography, techniques and 
connections with pieces in the Ursulines' collection or with works preserved in 
France.?! They were chosen on the basis of plausible and reasonably well­
documented attributions, and are the five liturgical objects cited in the de 
Belmont biography: "almost all of the ornaments that are presently in the chapel of 
the Congregation have been worked by her hands. One rightly admires the altar 
frontal chasuble dalmatic and cope of silk Embroidery done with most outstanding 
precision, skill, magnificence." The presence of these ornaments is also noted 
several times, though with regrettably few details, in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth-century archives ofNotre-Dame parish, where the altar frontal, chasuble 
and two dalmatics are still held.72 In 1860, Abbot Faillon also mentioned this 
ensemble: "Even now, today, you can see at the parish church ofVille-Marie a 
complete ornament, with a glace silver ground, composed of the altar frontal, the 
chasuble, the dalmatics and the cope, all embroidered entirely by Sister Leber." 
"When the Notre-Dame Basilica museum was installed in 1982, the ornaments were 
restored and were still labelled as being by ]eanne Leber. The cope was not restored, as 
it had been previously deposited in the collection of the Maison Saint-Gabriel. 

Owing to the lack of documents written by Leber, to the posthumous 
attribution of these embroideries by her historiographers and to recent reservations 
by art historians and textile specialists concerning the consistency of the corpus 
and the Canadian origin of certain pieces, the ensemble still remains shrouded 
in mystery. To offset the lack of documentation, the objects themselves are used 
as archives for this study. The attributed embroidered ornaments replace her 
correspondence, confidences, first-hand accounts by her contemporaries, and 
other traces of her existence and her deeds; by default, objects are substituted for 
the written word. Leber is reconstructed through her decisions as artist and 
artisan: models, patterns, colours, motifs, techniques, mistakes, triumphs, fatigue 
and inspiration. Technical and iconographic details that provide evidence of 
the homogeneity of these objects have been carefully inventoried. 

Analyses of the pieces constantly led back to the artisan, as if the functions 
of embroiderer and recluse are intimately connected and cannot be explained 
independently. To understand the corpus required an understanding of the context. 
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The five ornaments are compared to a number of contemponuy pieces embroidered 
or painted by the Ursulines to determine the extent to which the works stitched 
in the confines of Leber's cell represent a crossroads of influences, between 
Quebec City and Montreal, between France and New France. 

Altar Frontal: The Centrepiece73 

This ornament fronted the original high altar of the old Notre-Dame parish 
church in Montreal, built by the Sulpicians beginning in 1672 (fig.6). \\Then 
the church acquired a larger high altar, sculpted around 1810 by Louis Quevillon 
(1749-1823), the frontal was widened, with embroidered bands sewn on at 
either side/4 The altar was preserved when the church was demolished in 1830 
and was eventually reinstalled in the new Notre-Dame Basilica. It was no doubt 
around that time that the worn areas in the centre and upper part of the ornament 
were rather clumsily re-embroidered, since the records show that on 12 July 
1894, the parish council paid for repairs to "one altar frontal embroidered by Mlle 
Leber," the repairs having been ordered by Benjamin-Victor Rousselot, the 
priest who administered the parish from 1866 to 1882. 

Dedicated to the Holy Spirit, this altar frontal evokes the Incarnation of 
Christ, the third member of the Trinity and considered at the time as important 
as the Father or the Son. The central area features a dove in a medallion 
surrounded by four series of rays forming a Maltese cross (fig.7); this is 
symmetrically flanked by large floral decorations. The lightly padded dove is 
embroidered with silver purl couched on a canvas-backed satin ground;75 its 
wings and tail are worked with silver sequins highlighted with gold purl. The dove 
is appliqued on a needle-painted ground of polychrome silk thread. Its slightly 
raised medallion frame is embellished with couched Japan gold and gold purls 
as well as basket stitch inJapan gold threads, and stylized motifs are set in silver 
sequins. The rays of the Holy Spirit are worked in raised gold and silver purls. 
\\Then this piece was restored in 1982, other metallic-thread embroidery was 
discovered under the rays. These underlying threads may have been reworked 
to better match the dove (which was also touched up) and to heighten the 
overall relief. It should be remembered that the new church was of monumental 
proportions and the altar frontal played a didactic role, and therefore had to 
be visible from a distance. 

Between the metallic rays, Leber worked a design of flowers stitched in silk 
threads (fig.8). On either side of the Maltese cross, an abundant bouquet spills 
from a basket supported by four decorative feet, while a flowered stem twines up 
each side of the piece. Two garlands of flowers and fruits overhang the baskets, 
creating a decoration at once natural and structured. The principal stitches 
used are needle-painting, straight stitch, stem stitch, French knots and bullion 
knots. Some of the flower petals are outlined in buttonhole stitch to emphasize 
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fig.6 Jeanne Leber (am.), Altar frontal, (.1700, 82 ,I 279 cm, Notre-Dame 
Basilica, Montreal. (photo: Patrick. Airman. Musee national des beaUl-ans du 
Qu~bec) 

me nuances. Roses, peonies, carnations, tulips, lilies and irises stand out against 
a background of Japan silver couched to fomt waves. Silk thread holds the 
metallic thread in staggered rows that follow the curves of the floral motifs. 
TheJapan silver thread is tarnished by time and, in some spots, signs of wear 
reveal the silk core. 

The fullyembroidered surfuce of the front1l represen~ a long and painstaking 
taSk, but one that was feasible for a single person. Relatively few embroidery 
techniques have been used, me principal work being in needle-painting and 
couched Japan silver. There are no raised metallic embroidery appliques, and mus 
the slow, delicate process of drawing, shaping, mounting and attaching the 
padding has been avoided. Only the embroidered medallion is subdy embossed. 
De BelmontS reference to "a RecoUct priest who was asked to help her embroider 
a sumptuous chalice veil" (i.e., with gold and silver thread) suggests that Leber 
needed further training in this type of embroidery in order to fill the order. 
More expertly couched Japan silver work is found in ornaments Illade by the 
Ursulines, notably the altar frontal Nativity in their musewn, and on the Jesuit 
chasuble at the Musee des Augustines de I'Hotel-Dieu, also in Quebec City. 
The beauty of Jeanne Leber's altar ITonta1lies in the delicate, hannonious [ones 
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fig.7 Jcanne Lcber (attr.), Altar frontal (detail), ,.1700, 82 x 279 cm, 
Notrc-Dame Basilica, Montreal (photo: Patrick Alnnan, Musee national 
des beaux-artS du Quebec) 

fig.8 JC:lnne Leber (am.), Altar frontal (detail, bad: of the frontal), 
(. 1700,82 x 279 cm, Notre-Dame Basilica, Montreal. 
(Photo; Patrick Ainnan, Musee national des beaux-artS du Quebec) 



of the refined silk embroidery, and in the abundance and diversity of the lifelike 
needle-painted flowers. It is an ornament of great quality, designed for such 
solemn feast days as VVhitsunday. The use of silk and silver makes it ceremonial, 
typical of Counter-Reformation art, and such lavishness was appropriate to the 
place where it was used: the parish church of Montreal, a centre for religious 
conversion in a new land. 

The same arrangement (baskets and garlands of flowers at either side of a 
Maltese cross) is found in three of the Ursulines' altar frontals: Sacred Heart 
(fig.9), Immaculate Conception (fig.1O) and Dove of the Holy Spirit (fig.3). This 
motif is also found in French collections: Louis de Farcy described a bouquet­
embroidered frontal preserved in Angers,76 and a frontal embroidered with gold 
thread by the Carmelites ofBlois during the latter half of the seventeenth century 
was exhibited at the Chateau de Chambord in 1993.77 Closer to home, the painted 
altar frontal attributed to Jeanne Leber's brother Pierre, now at the Maison 
Saint-Gabriel, is also noteworthy (fig.ll). Evocative of an embroidery cartoon, 
this decorative oil on wood also features a flowered Maltese cross flanked by floral 
bouquets in Medici-style gadrooned vases set on tables. It has many similarities 
to three painted works in the Ursuline collection: the altar frontals Holy Family 
and Saint Mary Magdalene Penitent, and a tempera representation of a bouquet 
of flowers in a vase, dated 1695. Around the bouquets, the artist has introduced 
butterflies and birds carrying clusters of fruit in their beaks, two decorative 
motifs also found in the Ursulines' work. This comparison confirms the artistic 
links between the Leber family and the Ursulines, and between Quebec City and 
Montreal. Such cornmonality of models and influences was not limited to New 
France. The flowers embroidered by Jeanne Leber recall the then-prevalent 
taste for exotic plants and flowers, the popularity of the flower books known as 
florileges and the talent of seventeenth-century artist-botanists like Crispin de 
Passe, Nicolas Robert and Maria Sibylla Merian. Similarly, the butterflies and 
birds of Pierre Leber and the Ursulines are reminiscent of Flemish stilllifes. 

Although the pattern of the altar frontal attributed to Jeanne Leber is 
found in the three made by the Ursulines, there are certain differences. The 
Sacred Heart and Immaculate Conception frontals are small, having been designed 
for the convent's early chapels. The needle painting is done in wool thread on 
a woven wool ground, giving the two ornaments a rustic, almost naiVe appearance. 
Silk thread has been used for finishing, to add sparkle to the matte quality of the 
wool and accentuate delicate details such as the VIrgin~ features and the mass of 
flower petals. The medallion frames and the Maltese cross rays are worked in 
yellow wool highlighted with silk imitating gold thread; the floral embroidery 
features bright colours, in predominant tones of red and rose. This brings to mind 
a request by the Jesuit missionary Father Gamier, who in 1645 wrote from the 
Huron mission at Teanaustayae to a Carmelite monk: "I also wanted to ask for 
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jig.9 Worbhop of me Quebec Ursulines, Altar frontal known as "Sacred-
Ileart, n (.1700, 85 x 221 cm, Musee des Ursulines de Qut!bec, Quebec. 
(Photo: Patrick Alnnan, Must!e national des beaux-artS du Quebec) 

jig. 10 Worbhop of the Quebec Ursulines, Altar frontal know as ~lmmaculate 
Conception," (. 1700, 95 II 184 cm, Mus6e des Ursulines de Qut!bec. Quebec. 
(Photo: Patrick Alonan, Must!e rullion.al des beaux-arts du Quebec) 



Jig.11 Pierre Lcber (attt.). Ah:ar frontal, before 1707. painting on ~-ood. 
94.164.71 cm, Collection Maison Sainr-Gabricl, Montreal. 
(phom: Abm ComtOis) 

ahns to buy some bright-coloured material to adorn The Altar, not of silk but of 
Wool or even Drugget or the like, the main thing being that the Colours be 
bright. "'. In decorating the mission chapel, Gamier adapted the liturgical 
colours to the tastes ofhis neophyte converts, who preferred brilliant hues. The 
Ursulines, who were close to the Jesuits, used the same strategies with their 
Native boarders. Of their own altar frontals, Holy Spirit most closely resembles 
the one attributed to Jeanne Leber in tenus of size, iconography. structure and 
the refinement of the embroidered flowers. It is a large piece, dominated by 
the bouquets spilling from two blue monochrome griffon-footed vases. The 
ground is also of couched threads, bur here the thread is silk. 

27 



Chasuble and Dalmatics: An Ensemble Reworked79 

Like the altar frontal, the chasuble is part of the iconographic program designed 
to honour the VIrgin, patron saint of the parish (fig. 12). In the medallion, a needle 
painting celebrates the Inner Life ofMary.Bo (fig. 13) Evoking the Immaculate 
Conception, the VIrgin hovers in clouds, eyes raised to the sky, her hands crossed 
on her breast from which emerges the Dove of the Holy Spirit. The image is 
modeled on Vie interieure de Marie, an engraving by Jean Boulanger after a 
drawing by Charles Lebrun (1619-1690). This theme, important to both 
Tridentine and Sulpician spirituality, is found in French embroidered ornaments 
such as the altar frontal preserved by the Association d' art sacre de Seine MaritimeB1 

in Normandy, where the central medallion is also modeled on Boulanger's print 
(fig.14). Once more, the similarities serve as a reminder that such models 
circulated amongst the religious communities in France and New France and that 
J eanne Leber had access to them through her father, the Congregation sisters 
and the Ursulines. 

The N otre-Dame chasuble's Japan gold medallion frame is couched in 
raised metal threadwork and basket stitch in the same pattern as the altar frontal 
(fig. IS). Arabesque foliage, also worked in raised Japan gold, frames a 
polychrome-silk needle-painting of a rose, a carnation, a peony, a tulip and an 
iris. Smaller lifelike blossoms are scattered on either side of the foliage, while 
others rise out of the frame on stems. The floral motifs and the medallion float 
in shimmering waves of couched Japan silver, a technique also found in the 
altar frontal. While the embroidery of the vividly coloured flowers is less subtle 
than in the frontal, the needle-painted image of the VIrgin points to one of the 
stitcher's special skills: the ability to render facial features and expressions in 
silk thread and to make the embroidery appear three-dimensional. Jeanne Leber 
may have learned this technique from the Ursulines, whose ornaments include 
numerous embroidered figures, particularly in altar frontal medallions. 

The orphreys (back cross and front column) embroidered on silk have 
been remounted on white damask, and a new lining with gilt braid hides the 
remounting. Re-embroidered areas are apparent around the central medallion 
and on the twining vines on the both sides of the chasuble. As on the altar 
frontal, the original metallic embroidery, although visible in the neck band, has 
been re-covered with raised Japan gold threads. The purpose of this restoration 
may have been to match the chasuble and the frontal, to mask signs of wear or 
to heighten the ornament's lustre and three-dimensional aspect. B2 Whatever 
the case, these changes make it extremely difficult to read and understand the 
chasuble's story. It would appear that the original ornament was cut up 
and that only the best-preserved parts were kept, remounted in a new chasuble, 
with the braid serving to mask the line between the old and the new. A more 
thorough analysis would require study of the edges of the orphreys hidden 
by the gilt braid. 
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fig. 12 J=e Leber (attr.), Chasuble (b:Jck view), {.1700, III x 65 cm, Notre­
Dame Basilica, Mom:real. (PhotO: Mkhel [lie, Centre de conservation du Qu«!bec) 
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fig. 14 
Anonymous, Altar 
frontal (detail), 
second half of the 
18th cenrury, 
Association d'an 
sacn! de Seine 
Maritime, France. 
(Photo; Jacqueline 
Guilloit) 

fig. 13 Jcannc 
Leber (am.), 
Chasublc (derail), 
c.1700, 121 x 65 cm, 
Notre-Dame 
Basilica, Montreal. 
(photo: Mkhel [lie, 
Centre de 
conservation 
du Quebec) 



fig. 1 r Jeanne Lc:ber (attr.), Cha.suble (Ijont view), r.1700, 121 x 6S cm, Noue­
Dame Basilica, Montreal. (photo: Michel Elie, Centre de conservation du Quebec) 
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flg.16 Jeanne Leber (an;r.), Dalmatic, t.1700, 96 x 116 cm, Natre-Dame Basilica, 
Montreal. (photo: Michel Elie, Centre de conServatiOll du Quebec) 
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The dalmatics that accompany the chasuble are loose tunics with wide 
sleeves worn by deacons during services (fig.16). The embroidered orphreys, two 
in front and two in back, are edged with gilt braid and mounted on the same white 
damask used for the chasuble. The floral motifs of polychrome silk are worked 
in needle-painting, straight stitch, stem stitch and French knots on a laid ground 
ofJapan silver. Lifelike flowers dot the twining stems that complete the decoration. 
These dalmatics have neither embroidered likenesses nor gold thread work, 
reminders that the iconography, L1.e ornamentation and the complexity of the 
production of liturgical vestments all reflect the hierarchal status of the celebrants 
who wear them. 

Like the chasuble, the two dalmatics have undergone significant changes 
that complicate their analysis. And like the chasuble, the labels they bore at the 
time of restoration in 1982 attributed them to J eanne Leber. They certainly 
appear to be part of an ensemble, with the same floral motifs, the same couched 
Japan silver, the same brilliant-hued, predominantly red blossoms and the same 
uneven execution. The same person may well have made the chasuble and the 
dalmatics, but they would have taken months to complete. This could explain the 
embroidery's lack of consistency, since the stitcher's skills, and thus the quality 
of her work would reflect her physical condition, which might have varied over 
such a long period. 

The Cope: Contested Attribution83 

The cope is composed of a semi-circular panel made of three lengths of 
eighteenth-century silk lampas with a satin ground, plus a hood and an orphrey 
of silk brocade on a silver lame ground typical of fabric produced by nineteenth­
centtiry silk makers in Lyon. The body panel is edged with gilt braid, while the 
hood is edged in gold bullion fringe with twisted check purl. Seams that bind the 
three lengths of lampas together are hidden by the all-over embroidery. The 
original design of the lampas, a rich, symmetrical array of multicoloured flowers 
standing out against a cream satin ground, is still visible under the hood. 
Sumptuous stylized floral motifs include pineapple and artichoke flowers, 
peonies, and other small, realistic blooms framed by foliage (fig.17). This 
profusion of colour and movement lends the cope an Oriental air. The embroiderer 
enhanced the entire fabric with silk-thread embroidery, systematically leaving the 
centre of certain motifs exposed and creating a combination of low relief 
(unembroidered areas) and raised relief (embroidered areas). Original colours have 
been respected except for the cream satin ground, that has been covered in 
couched Japan silver using the same technique found in the other pieces, to 
give the cope similar lustre and opulence. Stitches are varied - straight stitch, 
needle-painting, stem stitch, satin stitch and French mots - and embellished with 
sequins and purls. 
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fig.} 7 Jeanne Leber (attr.), Cope (detail), fim quarter of the 18th century, 
133 x 222 cm, Ma.ison Sa.im-G.lbriel, Montreal. (photo: Kathryn Borel) 

Unlike the other ornaments studied here, which continued to be used at 
the Notre-Dame Basilica, the cope was in use in the Congregation chapeJ in the 
1950s before being transferred to the Maison Saint-Gabriel.loI Ths piece also 
stands apan from its four companions in terms of technique (embroidery of 
woven motifS), materials (twisted silk thread as opposed to the flat silk used in the 
altar frontal) and pattern (stylized decorative motifs rather than natural flowers). 
However, the pieces share one feature: the couched silver thread used for the 
ground and around the embroidered motifs. Is this similarity sufficient to deduce 
that the entire ensemble is by the same embroiderer and that it is indeed the body 
of work described by de Bell11ont? 

Resolving me provenance of the cope may hinge on dating the ground 
fubric Aa:ording to ,.nous textile "-'jlOrtS, the large palm-like iO"all" that punctuates 
the floral motifs of the lampas resembles Jacquard silks produced in France 
between 1710 and 1730, shortly before or after Jeanne Leber's death. However, 
the symmetrical artichoke and pineapple motifs are frequently seen in 
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seventeenth-century silks. Finding the original drawing used for the production 
of the lampas could confinn or refute the current attribution to Leber. Meanwhile, 
it can be assumed that if the cope really is her work, it was done in her :final years 
since the fabric shows closer ties to the 1700s than to the previous century. 
Dating of two of the oldest copes belonging to the Quebec City Ursulines, those 
known as Anne of Austria and Madame de la Pelme, poses the same problem. 

The two parts of Anne of Austria are from different periods: the silk velvet 
hood and orphrey embroidered in silver and gold are typical of the seventeenth 
century, while the body of silk brocade patterned with festoons and hunting 
trophies dates to the eighteenth. This refutes the long-held belief that Marie de 
l'Incarnation was given the brocade by Anne of Austria before sailing for the New 
World from Dieppe in 1639. However, it is possible that the hood and the 
orphrey were embroidered around that time and remounted on another 
material in.the eighteenth century. The Jacquard silk of Madame de la Pelme is 
very similar to the lampas of the cope attributed to J eanne Leber. This would date 
it to the eighteenth century, disputing the traditional belief that is was the bed 
canopy of Madame de la Peltrie, the convent's lay benefactress, who died in 
1671. The cope attributed to Jeanne Leber, as well as the two Ursuline copes, 
illustrate the problem of attributions based on the oral history of religious 
communities, and the importance of searching convent archives for more 
reliable documentation. 

Attribution aside, this cope is the only liturgical vestment or ornament 
found in Quebec collections that has silk brocade embroidered to accentuate the 
woven motifs. The technique, by which the Jacquard fabric served as both 
ground and embroidery pattern, was fairly common in France at the time of 
Louis XIv. It offered the dual advantage of eliminating the need to transfer or 
copy the pattern and motifs to the ground, while permitting the stitcher to 
work alone, independent of a workshop or other embroiderers. This economy 
of means and functions would have been well-suited to a solitary stitcher like 
Jeanne Leber and could explain her process. Masking the ground fabric with 
embroidery also allowed the embroideress to enhance an ornament using her 
time, meticulousness, mastery of technical difficulties and inspiration. As she 
worked, the machine-made material disappeared beneath a new surface, becoming 
a human creation and a labour oflove. 
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Conclusion 
Jeanne Leber's production is intimately tied to her life as a recluse. These ornaments 
stitched in solitude and close proximity to the sanctuary recall the similarities 
between the serenity of embroidering and that of inner worship, contemplation 
and prayer. Embroidery required little physical effort and was well suited to a 
woman committed to fasting, long hours without sleep, and mortification. It was 
a manual task that supported the contemplative life. Leber was at one with her 
confined quarters, and she closely identified with the VIrgin Mary. For Leber, 
embroidery was a gift to God, to whom she had given her life. It was an act of 
devotion, of contemplation, with the perfection of the needle leading to mystic 
grace. Her body and actions faded away to be reborn in the form of a vestment 
for Christ through the agency of the priest who wore it. Leber's cell was an 
unusual workplace, extremely different from the large, well-lit communal rooms 
where nuns and their pupils worked in small groups and as a team.85 She worked 
alone, without the company and support of other embroiderers with whom the 
work could be shared according to individual skills as was the practice in the 
Ursuline workshop. The embroideries attributed to her have no large, structured 
medallions, no raised-relief cornucopias, no great variety of stitches and techniques 
requiring patterns, extensive equipment and diverse skills. In other words, they 
could be done without the support of other embroiderers and by the one 
same person. 

Out ofLeber's solitary confinement came a body of work that attests to an 
awareness of fashion, of the colonial market and of the skills exchanged by 
religious communities. The pieces studied here exemplify the consistency of 
an art practiced by utilizing techniques and patterns: copying was the rule and 
creativity lay in rearranging existing motifs. Leber's ornaments reflect their 
time; they are consistent with conventional iconography and fashionable styles, 
and are made with materials from France, using the skills learned from her 
Ursuline instructors. Bearers ofTridentine and Sulpician messages, the embroidered 
objects had to be recognized and understood by Christians on both sides of the 
Atlantic, and therefore resemble embroideries done in all convents of the time. 

Beyond the passion and the ideals, her ornaments remain a fragile corpus 
for textile historians. The pieces attributed to Leber have been ill-treated by 
history, time, wear, irreversible remounting, and reworking. This has given the 
ensemble a disparate, fragmented appearance that challenges understanding 
and intimidates even the most intrepid experts. New restoration procedures 
accompanied by detailed photographic documentation and in-depth technical 
analysis of the linings, backings, selvages, remountings and additions, would 
be an indispensable complement to this study, given the significance of the 
collection in the history of textiles in Quebec. Indeed the embroidered ornaments 
attributed to Jeanne Leber constitute one of Montreal's rare examples of 
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liturgical embroidery inspired by French techniques and patterns introduced to 
New France by religious communities, first in Quebec City and then in 
Montreal, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

CHRISTlNE TURGEON 
Director 
Musee des Ursulines de Quebec, Quebec 
(Translated by Marcia Couelle) 
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Resume 

JEANNE LEBER 
Recluse et Brodeuse (1662-1714) 

L es Ursulines de Quebec et la Congregation de Notre-Dame de Montreal 
possedent plusieurs omements liturgiques peints et brodes qui presentent de 

fortes ressemblances a la fois techniques, stylistiques et iconographiques. La 
production de ces omements correspond a la periode des activites artistiques de 
Marie de l'Incamation (1599-1672) et de Marie Lemaire-des-Anges (1641-1717), 
ursulines de Quebec, et de celle de]eanne Leber (1662-1714), fille du riche 
marchand montrealais ]acques Leber (1633-1706) et seeur du peintre connu 
Pierre Leber (1669-1707). Le destin de ]eanne sera a l'image de son illustre 
famille; apres avoir ete pensionnaire au monastere de Quebec dans les annees 1674-
1675, elle s'adonna aux arts del'aiguille dans sa cellule de recluse ala Chapelle de 
la Congregation de Notre-Dame a Montreal.. 

A sa mort, survenue le 3 octobre 1714, a l'age de cinquante-deux ans, 
] eanne Leber aura passe trente-quatre annees de son existence retiree du monde; 
quinze ans dans la maison de son pere et dix-neuf ans dans le reclusoir. De 
l'adolescence a la mort, elle s'ensevelit dans un dialogue constant avec Dieu. Sa 
vie rytlunee sur un calendrier de plus en plus exigeant conduit a l'abnegation 
totale, a la disparition du soi, a l'assechement du corps, a la perte lente des 
energies vitales. Le corps maitrise disparait pour laisser place aux fonctions de l'ime, 
aux exigences de la spirit:UaIite et du mysticisme. Cette tension excessive correspond 
a une periode troubIee de l'histoire de Montreal Oll le catholicisme sans cesse 
menace doit se renouveler par des hauts faits, des heros, des sacrifices. Malgre le 
risque de voir une vie s'eteindre entre quatre murs, la famille Leber et la 
communaute montrealaise soutiennent]eanne Leber dans son choix de reclusion. 
N'offre-t-elle pas a la population une maniere de s'enraciner, de defier par une 
histoire pieuse et pure cette immensite incontrolee et sauvage qui l'encercle et 
l'inquiete? 

Comme tous les contemplatifs,]eanne Leber partage sa jOUffiee entre la 
priere et le travail manue!. Ses ouvrages, mis au service de Dieu et de la charite, 
contribuent a exprimer et a epanouir son mysticisme. Elle est tour a tour 
couturiere, fileuse, dentelliere et brodeuse pour servir les pauvres de Montreal et 
omer les chapelles et les eglises des paroisses environnantes. De cette production, 
qu'aucune source a ce jour n'a permis reellement de quantifier ni d'identifier, 
subsiste un corpus d'omements liturgiques brodes que l'ethnologue, Marius 
Barbeau a ete le premier a reveler au grand public. Dans le cadre de ses enquetes 
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de terrain sur les collections des communautes religieuses du Quebec, il est le 
confident de la tradition orale et d'attributions seculaires attachees a certains 
objets associes a un personnage particulierement representatif du charisme de la 
communaute. En 1947, il recense une douzaine de pieces brodees par J eanne 
Leber et explique la faiblesse du corpus par les incendies majeurs qui detruisirent 
les batiments des seeurs de la Congregation en 1768 et 1893, et des destructions, 
des demenagements, des demolitions subis par les eglises paroissiales de Montreal. 

Jeanne Leber n'a laisse aucun ecrit sur sa vie et son cheminement spirituel, 
ni son confesseur, l'abbe Franc;;ois Seguenot, pretre de Saint-Sulpice, qui l'a 
suivie pendant ses 19 annees de reclusion, ni sa cousine, Anne Barrois, devenue seeur 
Saint Charles a la Congregation de Notre-Dame, qui lui apporta ses repas dans sa 
cellule. Cette etude est fondee sur la premiere biographie posthume de Jeanne Leber 
ecrite, entre 1715 et 1722, par le sulpicien Franc;;ois Vachon de Belmont. Pour 
reconstituer la vie de la Recluse, Monsieur de Belmont, qui se defend dans sa 
preface d'etre un panegyriste, s'est appuye sur des faits «qui ont paru aux yeux 
des temoins oculaires, et Les paroles, que leurs oreilles ont Entendues». n utilise 
les temoignages des superieures de l'Hotel-Dieu de Montreal et des Ursulines 
de Quebec et le rapport de deux amies de Jeanne Leber dont l'une etait pensionnaire 
en meme temps qu'elle chez les Ursulines. Sans le citer, le Sulpicien s'est 
probablement servi des confidences de l'abbe Franc;;ois Seguenot, encore vivant en 
1722. Du manuscrit de Belmont, decoulent les biographies de Montgolfier, ecrite 
en 1768, puis de Faillon, publiee en 1860, tous deux pretres de Saint-Sulpice. 

Pour compIeter ses sources ecrites, nous avons choisi d'analyser les pieces 
dont l'attribution nous semblait la plus plausible et la mieux documentee. n 
s'agit de cinq omements liturgiques enumeres dans la biographie de Vachon de 
Belmont : «presque tous les omemens qui sont presentement a la chapelle de la 
congregation sont l'ouvrages de ses mains, On admire avec justice le devant 
d'autel chasubple dalmatique et chape de Broderie de soye fait avec une 
proprete une adresse une magnificence toute particuliere». ~existence de ces 
pieces est confirmee a plusieurs reprises aux XVIIIe et XIXe siecles, sans beaucoup 
de details malheureusement, dans les archives de la fabrique de la Paroisse Notre­
Dame ou sont conserves le parement d'autel, la chasuble et les deux dalmatiques. 
En 1860, l'abbe Faillon atteste lui aussi la presence du corpus: «On voit encore, 
aujourd'hui, a l':Eglise paroissiale de Ville-Marie, un omement complet, a fond 
glace d'argent, compose du devant d'autel, de la chasuble, des dalmatiques et de 
la chappe, dont toutes les broderies sontde la main de la Seeur Leber». Au 
moment de leur restauration en 1982, a l'occasion de l'amenagement duMusee 
de la Basilique de Notre-Dame, les omements portaient une etiquette les attribuant 
aJeanne Leber. La chape, quant a elle, est restee longtemps en usage a la Chapelle 
de la Congregation avant d'etre exposee a la Maison Saint-Gabriel. Elle n'a donc 
pas ete restauree avec les autres omements. 

45 



I1absence de sources ecrites par Jeanne Leber, l'attribution posthume de ces 
broderies par ses historiographes, les reserves recentes emises par plusieurs 
historiens de l'art et specialistes du textile, a la fois sur la coherence du corpus et 
l' origine canadienne de certaines pieces, entourent de mystere cet ensemble. 
Pour pallier les lacunes documentaires, les objets sont devenus nos archives. Les 
ornements brodes attribues a la Recluse ont remplace sa correspondance, ses 
confidences, les temoignages de ses contemporains, les traces de son existence et 
de sa materialite; l' objet a ete substitue, par defaut, a l' ecrit. N ous avons reconstitue 
Jeanne Leber a travers ses choix d'artiste et d'artisane : les modeles, les patrons, 
les coloris, les motifs, les techniques, les maladresses, les reussites, la fatigue ou 
l'inspiration. Nous avons recense minutieusement tout detail technique ou 
iconographique qui pouvait renforcer I'homogeneite de ce corpus comme la 
presence de cette couchure au fil d'argent commune aux cinq ornements. 

Inversement, 1'analyse des pieces nous a constamment ramene vers 1'artisane, 
comme si les fonctions de brodeuse et de recluse etaient intimement liees et 
qu'elles ne pouvaient s'expliquer 1'une sans l'autre. Pour comprendre ce corpus, 
il fallait le replacer dans son contexte de production. Nous avons choisi d'analyser 
1'reuvre de J eanne Leber a travers ses origines familiales, son education, sa 
formation artistique, son parcours personnel. De cet environnement socio­
culture! nous avons reconstitue un reseau, un cadre de vie, une experience, une 
logique qui expliquent, presque naturellement, la production artistique de Jeanne 
Leber. Enfin, nous avons mis en perspective les cinq ornements du corpus avec 
certaines pieces contemporaines brodees ou peintes par les UrsuIines pour decouvrir 
combien ces reuvres brodees dans 1'intimite close d'un reclusoir se situent au 
carrefour d'influences, de Quebec a Montreal, de la France a la Nouvelle-France. 

La production de J eanne Leber est etroitement Me a sa vie de recluse. Ces 
ornements brodes dans la solitude et la proximite du sanctuaire rappellent les 
liens etroits qui existent entre cette activite paisible qu' est la broderie et l' exercice 
de la priere, de la contemplation et de 1'oraison. C'est une occupation peu physique 
qui convient a une femme soumise au jeu.ne, aux longues veilles et a la mortification. 
La broderie est une activite manuelle qui sert de support a la vie contemplative. 
En symbiose avec le lieu qU'elle habite, la Recluse s'identifie a la Vierge a la fois 
mere et epouse. La broderie apparait comme une offrande de J eanne Leber a son 
Dieu auquel elle a donne sa vie; un acte de devotion, un geste de contemplation 
ou la perfection de 1'aiguille amene a la grace mystique, OU le corps et les gestes 
de la brodeuse disparaissent pour renaitre sous la forme d'un vetement destine au 
Christ par 1'intermediaire du pretre qui le porte. 

Le reclusoir est un lieu de production particulier, different des grandes 
salles communautaires bien eclairees OU religieuses et eleves travaillent par petits 
groupes et en equipe. Jeanne Leber brode sans la complementarite d'autres 
brodeuses qui peuvent lui offrir le support d'une division du travail correspondant 
aux habiletes de chacune, comme c'est le cas pour 1'atelier des Ursulines. Les 
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broderies attribm!es a la Recluse ne pn!sentent pas de grands medaillons architectures, 
de comes d'abondance en haut-relief ou une grande diversite de points et de 
techniques qui, pour etre realises, demandent des modeles, beaucoup de materiel, 
des metiers, bref tout un support logistique qui ne peut etre anime que par 
plusieurs brodeuses travaillant en meme temps. n s'agit d'omements issus d'un 
travail long et minutieux dont la qualite technique est parfois inegaIe, mais realisable 
par une seule personne. 

De la claustration de J eanne Leber emane une production sensible aux 
modes, aux offres du commerce colonial, aux echanges d'expertise entre communautes 
religieuses. Le corpus etudie montre la conformite d'un art dont les regles sont 
l'application de techniques et de modeles, OU la copie regne en maitre, OU la 
creativite repose sur l' agencement different de motifs et la qualite de l' execution, 
liee a l'adresse, l'inspiration, l'energie du moment, la finalite qui l'accompagne. 
Vreuvre brodee deJeanne Leber est determinee par les materiaux, les modeles, 
les commandes qu' elle rec;oit et non par le desir de creation personnelle. Produits 
dans I'intimite close du reclusoir, a I'abri normalement de toutes influences, ces 
omements sont pourtant a I'image de leur temps, conformes a l'iconographie 
conventionnelle, aux modeles a la mode, fabriques avec des materiaux venus de 
France, fideles aux savoir-faire transmis par les maitresses ursulines. 

Au-dela de la passion et des ideaux, les omements deJeanne Leber restent 
pour I'historien du textile un corpus fragile. Les omements attribues a Jeanne 
Leber ont ete malmenes par l'histoire, le temps, l'usure, les remontages 
irreversibles, les rebroderies. Ces bouleversements donnent un aspect disparate, 
eclate a l' ensemble, qui gene sa comprehension et intimide le plus temeraire des 
specialistes. Dne nouvelle demarche de restauration accompagnee d'une prise de 
photographies et d'une analyse technique approfondie, notamment des doublures, 
des envers, des lisieres, des remontages, des ajouts, serait le complement 
indispensable a cette etude compte tenu de l'interet de cette collection pour 
I'histoire des textiles du Quebec. En effet, au-dela du probleme de I'attribution, 
les ornements brodes attribues a J eanne Leber constituent un des rares 
temoignages a Montreal de cette broderie liturgique inspiree des techniques et 
des modeles franc;ais introduits en Nouvelle-France par le biais des communautes 
religieuses, a Quebec, puis a Montreal, aux XVIIe et XVIII" siecles. 

Enfin, cette recherche nous a permis de degager les liens intimes presque 
mysterieux qui lient I'art de la broderie avec la pratique de la priere, de l'ascese et 
de la solitude. CEuvres non signees et parfois contestees, les omements liturgiques 
brodes attribues aJeanne Leber portent encore de nos jours le sceau de la Recluse 
comme si ces merveilles d' or, d' argent et de soie ne pouvaient naitre, dans notre 
imaginaire, que dans le clair obscur, le calme et le secret d'une cellule. 

(Christine Turgeon) 
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