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Fig. 1. Flemish, Chasuble with Scenes from the Lives of Christ and the Virgin (front), ca. 1510, silk, velvet, 

gold- and silver-wrapped thread, linen, 105 x 64.2 cm, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.  
ⒸThe Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Museum purchase funded by Meredith J. Long in honor of  

Gary Tinterow at “One Great Night in November, 2018,” 2018.365.

 
* An earlier version of this paper was presented at the College Art Association 2020 Annual Conference. I 
would like to thank the organizers of the panel and the audience for their helpful comments. I am grateful to 
my advisor, Diane Wolfthal, for introducing me to this wonderful object. Many thanks also to Emma Cameron, 
Christine Gervais, and Ingrid Seyb at the MFAH for their generous support throughout this research project, 
and to the anonymous peer-reviewers and the editors at VENUE for their careful reading and many valuable 
insights and comments. Special thanks are due to Rex Koontz, Professor of Art History at the University of 
Houston, who has encouraged me to carry this project further. 
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n November 2018, the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston (MFAH) 
acquired a Renaissance chasu-

ble in excellent condition from the 
London based art dealer Sam 
Fogg.1 (Figs. 1–2) Complete and or-
nate Renaissance church vest-
ments in such good condition have 
become a rare sight on the art mar-
ket. The majority of those that have 

withstood the wear of centuries ei-
ther remain in church sacristies or 
have already been accessioned by 
museums such as the Victoria and 
Albert Museum in London, the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the 
Art Institute of Chicago, and the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. This 
chasuble is MFAH’s first accession 
of  a  Renaissance  period  liturgical 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 2. Flemish, Chasuble with Scenes from the Lives of Christ and the Virgin (back), ca. 1510, silk, velvet, 

gold- and silver-wrapped thread, linen, 119.8 x 73 cm, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.  
ⒸThe Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Museum purchase funded by Meredith J. Long in honor of  

Gary Tinterow at “One Great Night in November, 2018,” 2018.365.
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vestment. It features masterful 
Netherlandish embroidery and 
provides valuable comparative 
material to the seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Spanish chasu-
bles in the museum’s collection.2 
 The chasuble features sumptu-
ous crimson velvet. The elaborate 
pomegranate motif enclosed by       
a polylobate pattern is brocaded 
with wefts of gold metal threads. 
The vertical band in the middle of 
the front side, called a pillar             
orphrey, and the cross orphrey         
on the back illustrate episodes 
from the life of Christ and the life           
of the Virgin Mary. While the pillar             
orphrey does so in vibrant colors 
of red, green, and blue, the          
cross orphrey shimmers with an 
exuberance of gold. The creator(s) 
of both orphreys lavishly used        
or nué (shaded gold), the cele-
brated embroidery technique that 
was well established by the             
fifteenth century and is best repre-
sented by the set of vestments                      
commissioned by Philip the Good, 
the duke of Burgundy, for the              
Order of the Golden Fleece.3 The 
chasuble has been tentatively 
dated to the early sixteenth                
century.4 However, the striking vi-
olin shape of the chasuble front, 
also known as the “fiddle-back” 
style, was not developed until the 
seventeenth century.5 This sug-
gests that the chasuble was proba-
bly still in use at least a century 

later, and was altered into a more 
fashionable format.6 
 Although the chasuble form 
originated from the bell-shaped 
mundane upper garment called 
paenula worn in the Greco-Roman 
world, by the eleventh century it 
had become an obligatory vest-
ment for priests.7 The MFAH chas-
uble would have been an im-
portant visual focus of the ritual. 
Through detailed technical analy-
sis in the following pages, I seek to 
retrieve the dramatic visual effect 
of the chasuble when it was used in 
its original, liturgical context—an           
aspect that is probably difficult to 
envision today when it is displayed 
in the museum under ample and 
stable electric light. I argue that the 
artist took into consideration the 
reception of the audience and the 
dynamic interactions between the 
chasuble, the movements of the of-
ficiants, and the condition of light. 
The visual impact, combined with 
the biblical and apocryphal stories 
embroidered on the chasuble, 
could facilitate the congregation’s 
perception of the transubstantia-
tion miracle in a very compelling 
way.8 
 
The Brocaded Velvet 
In the sixteenth century, velvet 
was already established as the 
standard material for making chas-
ubles.9 Upon closer inspection, this 
crimson cut-pile velvet has a 
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design that is formed with another 
higher register of cut pile                      
(Fig. 3, detail a), which creates  
subtle variations that enhance the 
velvet’s visual appeal. Such so- 
called pile-on-pile velvet is more 
complex and labor intensive to 
make, thus more luxurious.10 
Sometimes, instead of the piled 
surface, areas of the velvets are 
woven with ornate patterns in  
gold brocade, making them even 
more sumptuous, as is the case 
here.11 On the MFAH chasuble, the 
brocade was created with gold          
and silver metal-wrapped threads, 
and it constitutes the elaborate 
pomegranate pattern on the velvet. 
According to textile historian Lisa 
Monnas, the ever-present pome-
granate design, sometimes identi-
fied as artichoke or pineapple,       
was adapted from Asian motifs by 
Italian velvet designers through 
their trading contacts in the Mus-
lim Levant region and with the 
Mongol empire in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries.12 The  
different textures and shades on 
the pomegranates are achieved 
through the bouclé technique           
(Fig. 3, detail b), which was devel-
oped by Italian weavers around 
the 1420s.13 In this technique, the 
gold metal wefts are twisted to 
form tiny loops that are raised 
from the surface. Compared to the 
wefts that lay flat, these loops re-
flect light in different directions, 

and therefore glisten with a higher 
intensity.  
 
The Embroidered Orphreys 
With narrative episodes in colorful 
expression and a liberal use of gold 
metal threads, the embroidered 
panels on the two orphreys are the 
most eye-catching part of the chas-
uble. They illustrate biblical and 
apocryphal subjects in nine com-
partments, from top to bottom, 
with the Nativity of Christ, Presen-
tation of Christ at the Temple or 
the Circumcision, and the infant 
Mary with Saints Anne and               
Joachim14 on the pillar orphrey          
(Fig. 1), and the Holy Ghost, the  
Annunciation flanked by two 
prophets from the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, the Presentation of the Vir-
gin Mary, and the Visitation on the 
cross orphrey (Fig. 2).  
 To translate a drawn or painted 
design to a different medium while 
making the most of the medium’s 
unique features, the embroiderer 
applied a variety of methods. In the 
first place, or nué was used on 
every panel. In this technique, gold 
metal threads are laid horizontally 
on the ground fabric (Fig. 4). They 
are held in place and fixed to the 
ground fabric by couching stitches 
sewn with colored silk. Each 
couching stitch holds two gold 
metal threads. These stitches not 
only serve this practical function, 
but  they  are  also  the  constituent 
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Fig. 3. Detail of the MFAH Chasuble, showing the pile-on-pile velvet (a) and bouclé technique (b).             
ⒸThe Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Museum purchase funded by Meredith J. Long in honor of  

Gary Tinterow at “One Great Night in November, 2018,” 2018.365. 
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Fig. 4. Detail of the MFAH Chasuble, showing the or nué technique. Photo was taken by the author. 
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elements that give color and shape 
to the images on the orphreys.  
 Because these couching stitches 
enwrap the gold metal threads, it 
may be argued that they dampen 
the embroidery’s luminosity and 
make it appear duller and less 
sumptuous. But in fact, they create 
a more complex light effect that 
can be quite unexpected. In his nu-
anced analysis of the Burgundian 
paraments of the Order of the 
Golden Fleece, art historian An-
drew Hamilton makes the apt anal-
ogy between or nué and the light 
effect created with a Venetian 
blind. He argues that the couching 
stitches function like the slats, 
while the gold metal threads are 
the light that shines through. And, 
just as light still shines through 
when the slats of a blind are shut 
tightly, even when the couching 
stitches are dense and placed close 
to each other, the faint golden glow 
is still palpable underneath the silk 
stitches.15 The embroidery would 
glisten and sparkle even in the 
densely couched areas that appear 
to have no gold, as if light shines 
from within the scenes.  
 By adjusting the placement, 
amount, and color properties of 
the couching stitches, the embroi-
derer could achieve various visual 
effects. On the MFAH chasuble, the 
vibrant colors of the pillar orphrey 
(Fig. 1) form a strong contrast to 
the overall golden outlook of the 

cross orphrey (Fig. 2), where the 
colored silk couching stitches are 
only sparsely used, leaving a large 
portion of the gold metal threads 
uncovered.16 Moreover, the colors 
of these couching stitches are paler 
and duller than on the pillar or-
phrey; thus, they complement very 
well the golden outlook instead of 
clashing with it.17 
 While or nué was mainly used 
for areas of clothing and architec-
ture to give an impression of mate-
rial splendor, the figures’ faces do 
not show gold metal threads. Take 
Joachim’s profile in the panel of 
Presentation of the Virgin Mary 
(Fig. 4) for example: the golden 
threads form U-turns around his 
hair and face, leaving the rough 
ground fabric to serve as the skin, 
on which Joachim’s bearded facial 
features were stitched with black, 
brown, and madder silks. But it 
seems that the ground fabric is too 
rough for the refined young fea-
tures of Gabriel and the Virgin; 
thus, their faces in the Annuncia-
tion scene were created upon a 
smoother material (Fig. 5). Appar-
ently, this material is partially cov-
ered by an ivory-colored silk, 
which constitutes the highlights on 
the faces (Fig. 6). The stitching 
technique used here is split stitch, 
where each stitch goes backward 
and splits the fibers of the previous 
stitch before it goes forward.       
This   technique   creates   a   denser
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Fig. 5. Detail of the MFAH Chasuble, showing the embroidery of the Annunciation.  

ⒸThe Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Museum purchase funded by Meredith J. Long in honor of  
Gary Tinterow at “One Great Night in November, 2018,” 2018.365. 

 
 
coverage of the ground fabric      
and makes the surface appear 
smooth and refined, capable of 
rendering subtle details. For this 
reason, split stitch is also called 
“needle painting.”18  
 Apart from or nué and split 
stitch, the embroiderer also used 
other techniques to achieve 

various effects, especially on the 
Annunciation panel. For example, 
while chain stitch was used for 
rendering the straight portion of 
Gabriel’s hair (Fig. 6), a different 
type of stitch with rougher texture 
was used for the curly part. 
Thicker gold metal threads accen-
tuate some of the outlines. They 
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are either fixed to the ground fab-
ric with couching stitches, such as 
those that form the upper edge of 
Gabriel’s wing, or sewn down with 
stem stitches, which create a pat-
tern of twist, such as the border of 
Gabriel’s banderole and the Virgin 
Mary’s halo. To achieve a raised   
effect for the four-lobed pattern        
on the floor tiles,  the  embroiderer  

used bullion stitch, in which the 
gold metal thread was wrapped 
around the needle to form a coil 
and then sewn down on the ground 
fabric. In addition, red couching 
stitches form the so-called diaper 
pattern in the background. They 
also fix the gold metal wefts to the 
ground fabric, being decorative 
and  functional  at  the  same  time. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 6. Details from the MFAH Chasuble, showing the face and hair of angel Gabriel in the Annunciation 
embroidery. Photo was taken by the author.
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Iconography 
The Virgin is featured prominently 
on the two orphreys, more so than 
Christ.19 She is present in every 
narrative panel, most notably the 
two lavishly embroidered scenes 
of The Annunciation and Presenta-
tion of the Virgin Mary at the Tem-
ple. The popularity of Marian devo-
tion reached new levels during the 
high Middle Ages and grew contin-
ually throughout the late medieval 
and Renaissance eras. Mary’s gene-
alogy and stories of her life were 
made familiar through widely cir-
culated texts like Jacobus da Vora-
gine’s Golden Legend and the ever-
present images of her in both reli-
gious and secular settings.20 But 
Mary’s prominence on the MFAH 
chasuble probably had more spe-
cific significance. It is possible that 
the chasuble belonged to a church 
that had the Virgin as its titular fig-
ure, or it could be that the chasuble 
was made to be worn during feasts 
dedicated to her. It could also be 
the case that the donor of the or-
phreys was particularly devoted to 
the Virgin.21 
 The Annunciation panel (Fig. 5) 
follows the conventional iconogra-
phy in Northern Renaissance 
paintings, which shows Mary and 
Gabriel in an interior setting sur-
rounded by domestic furnishings.22 
In terms of the holy figures’ pos-
tures, the closest I have come 
across is an Annunciation painted 

by an obscure painter referred to 
as the Master of Saint John the 
Evangelist (Fig. 7). In both rendi-
tions, Mary opens her hands out-
ward in a gesture of awe.23 Her ha-
loed head tilts back towards the 
angelic messenger, who is draped 
in a white alb underneath a billow-
ing cope. In both renditions, Ga-
briel is holding a staff with one 
hand while gesturing towards 
heaven with the other. Even the 
ways in which the figures’ draper-
ies spill over the floor are compa-
rable. Peculiar to the chasuble’s 
Annunciation is the mannerist way 
in which the archangel tilts his 
head away from the Virgin. I            
have not seen such expression               
elsewhere. 
 Another potential visual source 
for the embroidery design is the 
Office of the Virgin in illuminated 
Books of Hours. Particularly, im-
ages showing the Presentation of 
the Virgin at the Temple in a group 
of late fifteenth- and early six-
teenth-century French Books of 
Hours in the Morgan Library & Mu-
seum in New York bear strong re-
semblance to the embroidered 
panel with the same subject               
(Fig. 8).24 The illuminations appear 
in the Office of the Virgin. All of 
them show the small figure of Mary 
ascending a staircase with vaulted 
arch, while her parents Saints 
Anne and Joachim stand on the left 
side   and   watch   her   attentively. 
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Fig. 7. Master of Saint John the Evangelist, Annunciation with Saints Lazarus and Anthony Abbot,           
Catherine of Alexandria and Clare, Anthony of Padua and John the Baptist, Francis and Jerome,                  

1490–1500, tempera on panel, 234 x 223 cm. Museo Poldi Pezzoli, Milan.                                                                
ⒸMuseo Poldi Pezzoli, Milan. (CC BY-NC-SA). 
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Fig. 8. Detail of the MFAH Chasuble, showing the embroidery of Presentation of the Virgin Mary  
in the Temple. Photo was taken by the author. 
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These elements all correspond to 
those on the MFAH chasuble. It is 
possible that the designer of the 
embroidery drew inspiration from 
illuminations in Books of Hours, 
given their immense popularity—
they are sometimes called “medie-
val bestsellers”—and the essential 
place of the Office of the Virgin 
within them.25 
 A further detail that attests to 
the affinity between manuscript il-
lumination and the MFAH chasuble 
embroidery are the bands of mean-
dering clouds, whence the proph-
ets emerge on the short arm of the 
cross orphrey (Fig. 9). They are 
fashioned in a stylized manner  
typical of how clouds are rendered 
in medieval and Renaissance   
manuscripts.26 
 
The Chasuble as Liturgical  
Spectacle 
Several inconsistencies can be dis-
cerned among the orphrey panels. 
Apart from the difference in color 
schemes between the pillar and 
cross orphreys already mentioned, 
the execution of the needlework 
also differs considerably. This is 
especially evident in the garments 
worn by some of the figures. On 
The Annunciation and The Presen-
tation of the Virgin Mary panels 
(Figs. 5 and 8), folds are delineated 
with soft and undulating lines, and 
volume of the draperies is built up 
convincingly with silk threads of 

varying shades. By contrast, gar-
ments on the pillar orphrey and on 
The Visitation panel of the cross or-
phrey are less naturalistic due to 
excessive linearity in the folds and 
a lack of gradation in the use of col-
ors. These discrepancies suggest 
that the orphrey panels were made 
by different embroiderers. Similar 
to many liturgical vestments, the 
MFAH chasuble is a work of assem-
blage, and it went through a series 
of alterations before reaching the 
appearance we see today.27 The or-
phrey panels were sewn together 
and then joined with the velvet, 
which was also assembled from 
several pieces. This is evident from 
the seams between the embroi-
dered panels and those that run 
across the velvet in the middle of 
the front side, at the shoulders, and 
at the bottom of the back side. Col-
lecting all the pieces to be used for 
the chasuble could be a gradual 
process, especially if they came 
from different sources—whether 
directly commissioned by mem-
bers of a church, recycled from 
other garments,28 or donated by 
wealthy patrons29—and arrived at 
the church sacristy at different 
times.  
 When assembling the pieces, 
the artist often had to work in a 
creative and flexible manner with 
what was available rather than fol-
lowing a predetermined design or 
fixed  scheme.  If  this  was  the  case 
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Fig. 9. Detail of the MFAH Chasuble, showing one of the prophets on the cross orphrey. 

Photo was taken by the author. 
 
 

for the MFAH chasuble, it could not 
only explain the visual discrepan-
cies between the different panels, 
but also account for yet another in-
consistency between them: apart 
from the placement of The Annun-
ciation panel, which is expectedly 
put at the most prominent position 

given the critical importance of 
Christ’s Incarnation to the ritual of 
Mass, the arrangement of the rest 
of the narrative scenes is quite 
puzzling, as they neither obey 
chronological order nor follow any 
apparent iconographic logic. The 
license in the order suggests that 
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narrative specificity was not held 
to an exacting standard. Instead, 
visual coherence and visual impact 
were the goals that took prece-
dence. For the pillar orphrey in the 
front, the color scheme is unified 
with vibrant colors of red, green 
and blue, while the cross orphrey 
has all the sumptuous panels that 
sparkle with golden light. 
 Such arrangement took consid-
eration of the varied ways in which 
the vestment would be displayed 
at different moments of the liturgy 
and helped convey the transub-
stantiation doctrine in a more per-
suasive way. From the thirteenth 
century, it became a common prac-
tice for priests to turn their backs 
to the congregation and face the al-
tar at the moments of consecrating 
the eucharist species and the ele-
vation of the Host.30 Therefore, 
only the back of the chasuble 
would have been visible to the lay 
audience,31 and understandably it 
is often more lavishly decorated 
than the front, as is the case here.32 
The bottom panel on the cross or-
phrey (Fig. 2) that shows The Visit-
ation, however, displays vibrant 
colors and therefore creates a vis-
ual disjunction with the above pan-
els. The incoherence may appear 
quite jarring in a static museum 
display but actually makes liturgi-
cal sense. When a priest elevates 
the Host or the chalice, the dea-
con(s) kneeling behind him would 

lift the bottom of his chasuble33—a 
detail commonly recognized and il-
lustrated in pictorial renditions of 
this ritual moment, such as The 
Mass of Saint Giles (Fig. 10). In do-
ing so, they would ensure that the 
cross orphrey remained a coherent 
display of golden splendor during 
the most important moment of the 
Eucharist liturgy. Another factor to 
consider is that the bottom panel 
must have suffered the most wear 
and tear because of this bending 
motion. Therefore, it could be that 
a more durable panel with more 
couching stitches was put at the 
bottom to withstand the stress. 
 It can be instructive to imagine 
the chasuble being worn by a 
priest during Mass in its original, 
early modern setting. Many com-
ponents on the chasuble can be ac-
tivated by light, such as the pile-
on-pile pattern of the velvet, the 
bouclé loops on the brocade, the or 
nué embroidery, the sleek surface 
of the “needle painting,” and the 
patterns and motifs that are set in 
relief. The chasuble would have 
been galvanized by the iridescent 
light filtered through stained glass 
windows and by the flickering can-
dlelight in a church, thus becoming 
a transcendent sight that height-
ened spirituality and intensified 
the sacramental mystery. As the 
priest stood up from a kneeling po-
sition and raised his arms to              
elevate   the   eucharistic   Host,   the 
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Fig. 10. Master of Saint Giles, The Mass of Saint Giles, ca. 1500, oil on oak panel, 62.3 x 46 cm,  
The National Gallery, London. ⒸThe National Gallery, London (CC BY-NC-ND). 
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cross orphrey was also elevated. 
To the congregation farther away 
in the back, the chasuble at the cli-
mactic moment might just look like 
a glowing cross, and the Holy Ghost 
at the top of the cross orphrey ech-
oed the shape of the Host. The dra-
matic visual effects of the chasuble 
and the alignment of the elevated 
Host, the Holy Ghost, the Annunci-
ation scene, and the cross, would 
facilitate the audience’s under-
standing of the teachings that 
were, and still are, at the heart of 
the Catholic faith: that humanity is 
redeemed through Christ’s Incar-
nation and his death on the cross, 
and that the consecrated eucharist 
species are the real body and blood 
of Christ, begotten through the 
Holy Ghost, just as “Word was 
made flesh”34 in the Annunciation. 
 
 
The 2020 CAA session focused on recent 
acquisitions at the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, the intended site for the 2020 
MAHS meeting. The meeting was can-
celled due to COVID-19, and the 2021 
meeting was virtual.  MAHS finally did 
meet in Houston in 2022. 
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dens vom Goldenen Vlies (Pluviale),” 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien, ac-
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However, it is covered by a linen cloth, 
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