
  
    [image: The Shroud of Turin — Book Cover]
  


    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        The Shroud of Turin
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epigraph
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Photograph
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Lost Centuries
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The House of Savoy
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Image Problem
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Scientists
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Carbon Dating War
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Forger's Problem
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Open Question
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Timeline
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

    
      Guide

      
        	Cover

        	Table of Contents

        	Start Reading

      

    


 Vol. 8: Unexplained Phenomena

 The Shroud of Turin

 The Most Studied Cloth in Human History

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"The Shroud is a challenge to our intelligence. It first of all invites us to perceive with humility the profound message it sends to our reason and our life."

 — Pope John Paul II, Turin, 1998



Chapter One
 The Photograph

 On the evening of 28 May 1898, an Italian lawyer named Secondo Pia sat alone in his darkroom in Turin and waited for an image to appear. He had been given a remarkable privilege: two days earlier, King Umberto I had granted him permission to photograph the Shroud — a linen cloth believed by many to be the burial wrapping of Jesus of Nazareth — for the first time in history. The photograph itself had been straightforward, if technically demanding. The cloth hung in the darkened chapel, two powerful electric arc lamps providing the sustained illumination required for the long exposures. Pia had made four photographs on large 50×60 cm glass plates, varying the exposure time from eight to fourteen minutes. Now he stood in the red light of his darkroom, watching the developer seep across the emulsion, and something stopped him cold.

The image that swam up from the chemical bath was not what he had expected. He had expected what anyone looking at the Shroud with the naked eye sees: a faint, yellowish, slightly blurry impression — two long human figures, front and back, barely distinguishable from the buff-coloured linen. The Shroud's image is so indistinct in ordinary light that for five centuries people had argued about whether it was a painting, a stain, a miraculous impression, or the trick of an overactive imagination.

But the negative photographic plate showed something else entirely.

It showed a face. Not a blurry, ambiguous impression, but a fully formed, three-dimensional human face — composed, dignified, the eyes closed in death or sleep, the hair falling in long strands from a central parting, a beard forked below the chin. The wounds were visible: a swollen cheekbone, a blood-matted scalp, marks at the wrists and chest. The negative plate was doing what photographic negatives do — reversing the tones — and in the reversal, the Shroud's faint, washed-out positive image became a luminous, portrait-quality negative. The image on the cloth, which looked like nothing much under ordinary light, was itself already a negative of a face.

Pia later wrote that his hands trembled. He was afraid to let the plate drop. He was, he said, "overcome with emotion." What he was looking at — if the logic held — was a cloth whose image had been formed by some process that created a photographic negative centuries before photography existed. Either that, or he was holding the most extraordinary forgery in the history of religion, art, and science.

He was not the only one who would be shaken. From that evening in 1898 until today, the Shroud of Turin has generated more scientific investigation, more academic controversy, and more theological argument than any other physical object on earth. It has been subjected to ultraviolet light, X-rays, infrared spectrometry, mass spectrometry, pollen analysis, computer-assisted image enhancement, blood typing, textile analysis, and the most intensive radiocarbon dating project of the twentieth century. Teams of scientists have spent entire careers studying a single square centimetre of its surface. Theologians have staked their faith on it. Sceptics have devoted books to dismissing it.

Nobody agrees. That is the most remarkable fact about the Shroud of Turin: after more than a century of analysis by the best scientific minds in the world, the question of how the image was formed remains unanswered.

The linen lies now in a sealed reliquary in the Royal Chapel of the Cathedral of San Giovanni Battista in Turin, sealed in an argon-flushed container, protected from light, heat, and humidity, displayed to the public only on rare, special occasions. The last exposition was in 2015, when two million pilgrims came to see it. Pope Francis visited in June of that year and stood before it in silence for several minutes.

The question Secondo Pia asked in his darkroom in 1898 is still open: What are we looking at?

 [image: The Shroud of Turin as photographed by Secondo Pia in 1898]The photographic negative taken by Secondo Pia in 1898 — the first photograph ever made of the Shroud. When Pia developed the negative plate, the faint positive image of the cloth resolved into a fully formed, three-dimensional portrait. His hands, he later wrote, trembled.
 

Chapter Two
 The Lost Centuries

 The first historically documented appearance of the Shroud is in a small town in northeastern France in the mid-1350s. A canon of the collegiate church at Lirey, a village near Troyes in the Champagne region, displayed a cloth he described as the burial shroud of Jesus Christ. The cloth attracted enormous crowds of pilgrims. It also attracted the immediate and hostile attention of the local bishop, Henri de Poitiers, who condemned the display as fraudulent and ordered it stopped. His objection was pointed: someone, he claimed, knew the artist who had painted it.

This is the bedrock of the historical record. Everything before the mid-1350s is speculation, extrapolation, and contested inference. There is no document that unambiguously refers to the Shroud before that period. No credible account of its creation, transportation, or preservation survives. The cloth simply appears, in Lirey, in the hands of a French knight named Geoffroi de Charny — a celebrated soldier who had fought at Smyrna and Poitiers, been ransomed from an English prison, and died in battle in 1356, a year before his widow, Jeanne de Vergy, put the cloth on display to help fund the church he had founded.

How Geoffroi de Charny acquired it, nobody knows. He wrote two chivalric question-books and one book of poetry and left no document that mentions the Shroud. The gap is maddening.

The silence of the pre-1357 record does not prevent theorists from filling it. The most elaborate and influential theory belongs to Ian Wilson, a British journalist and author who has spent four decades arguing that the Shroud can be traced to antiquity. Wilson's proposal turns on an ancient object known as the Mandylion — sometimes called the Image of Edessa — a cloth bearing a miraculous image of Jesus's face, reverently preserved in the city of Edessa (now Sanliurfa in southeastern Turkey) from at least the sixth century AD and believed to have been not made by human hands.

According to an ancient legend preserved in multiple sources, King Abgar V of Edessa was suffering from an incurable disease in the first century AD. He sent a letter to Jesus in Jerusalem requesting a cure. Jesus sent back a miraculous portrait of himself on cloth — the image appearing by some divine impression rather than by human art. This cloth, the Mandylion, supposedly cured Abgar. It was then lost, rediscovered bricked up in a city gate in 544 AD during a Persian siege, and venerated in Edessa for several more centuries before being transferred to Constantinople in 944 AD. After that, the trail grows complicated.

Wilson argues that the Mandylion was the Shroud, folded so that only the face was visible — hence the legend of a face-only cloth — and that this accounts for the consistent depiction of Christ's face in Byzantine art, which bears a striking and arguably non-coincidental resemblance to the Shroud face. He connects the Mandylion's disappearance from Constantinople during the chaos of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 to its emergence in Lirey 150 years later, suggesting it passed through the hands of the Knights Templar.

It is an elegant theory, and it has the virtue of explaining almost everything. It also has the defect of proving almost nothing. The documentary links are thin. The identification of the Mandylion with the full-body Shroud requires a series of assumptions that each depend on the previous assumption holding. Critics, including many who are sympathetic to the Shroud's authenticity, find Wilson's chain of evidence too fragile to bear the weight he places on it.

One piece of evidence, however, is harder to dismiss. In 1192, a Benedictine monk in Hungary created an illuminated prayer book — the Pray Codex — that contains a series of miniatures depicting Christ's burial. In one miniature, Jesus lies on a cloth whose surface is decorated with a distinctive pattern of small circles arranged in an L-shape. The same distinctive pattern — four burned holes in an L-shaped arrangement — appears on the Shroud itself, caused by a fire or some other thermal event that pre-dates the 1532 fire that is historically documented.

If the Pray Codex artist was depicting the Shroud accurately — and there is no other obvious source for the L-shaped burn pattern — then the Shroud existed in 1192, at least 160 years before its first documented appearance in Lirey. The illustration does not resolve the question of where the Shroud came from. But it complicates the case for a medieval forgery considerably. A brilliant medieval forger would have had to forge a cloth in Lirey so convincingly that a Hungarian monk was illustrating it in 1192. The math does not work.

The debate continues. The pre-1356 history of the Shroud remains what it has always been: a void filled with competing theories, each compelling in its own way, none conclusive. The cloth offers no obvious explanation for its own existence, and the silence is deliberate. If it is a forgery, the forger destroyed the evidence brilliantly. If it is genuine, the circumstances of its preservation are among the greatest mysteries of history.

 [image: The Pray Codex (1192 AD), Hungarian prayer manuscript]A miniature from the Pray Codex (1192 AD), showing Christ being prepared for burial on a cloth bearing a distinctive L-shaped pattern of holes. The same four-hole pattern appears on the Shroud of Turin today — a detail that, if accurately depicted, places the Shroud's existence at least 165 years before its first documented appearance in France.
 

Chapter Three
 The House of Savoy

 By the fifteenth century, the Shroud was drawing pilgrims from across Europe — and trouble from Rome. The controversy that had begun with Bishop Henri de Poitiers's condemnation in the 1350s never fully abated. In 1389, Bishop Pierre d'Arcis wrote a furious letter to Pope Clement VII, repeating the claim that the Shroud was a fraud and citing his predecessor's investigation: the forger, he insisted, had confessed. The forger had confessed, and the bishop had proof.

The proof has never been found. No confession document exists. Clement VII's response was not to condemn the Shroud but to regulate the display, requiring that it be shown openly as a representation of the burial cloth, not as the cloth itself. It was a compromise that satisfied nobody and settled nothing — but it permitted the Shroud to survive, and survival, as it would turn out, was everything.

In 1453, Marguerite de Charny, granddaughter of the original Geoffroi, transferred the Shroud to the House of Savoy — the ruling dynasty of Piedmont and Savoy — in exchange for a castle and an annuity. The transaction was irregular enough that the canons of Lirey protested for decades afterward, demanding either the return of the cloth or adequate compensation. They received neither. The Savoys, who had ambitions that ran to crowns and empires, recognised the Shroud's value as a religious and political asset. They treated it accordingly: housing it in the Sainte-Chapelle at Chambéry — renovated and rededicated to that purpose by 1502 — commissioning gold and silver reliquary boxes, surrounding it with the pomp of a royal treasure.

The chapel at Chambéry saved the Shroud and nearly destroyed it. On the night of 4 December 1532, fire broke out in the Sainte-Chapelle. The reliquary containing the Shroud was inside. It took the combined efforts of several men — a blacksmith broke through the grate, others doused the burning silver reliquary with water — to rescue the cloth before the chapel collapsed. The reliquary had been damaged enough that a drop of molten silver burned through multiple layers of the folded cloth, leaving a pattern of triangular scorch marks and holes. Poor Clares nuns in Chambéry repaired the damage with triangular patches of a different linen. The patches are still visible today, identifiable by their colour and weave, running in two parallel rows along the cloth's length.

The fire damage created a problem that would not become apparent for four and a half centuries. When researchers in the 1980s sought samples of the Shroud for carbon dating, the location of those samples mattered enormously. A sample taken from repaired or contaminated cloth would give a different date than a sample from the original linen. The significance of this would become bitterly contested.

In 1578, the Savoys moved the Shroud from Chambéry to Turin — the new capital of their duchy — to spare the Cardinal Carlo Borromeo the arduous journey across the Alps. This is the story given by the Savoys. Borromeo was making a pilgrimage on foot to venerate the Shroud, and Turin was more convenient than Chambéry. The move was also politically rational: Turin was a more important city, and the Shroud was a more important possession than a religious relic had any right to be.

The Royal Chapel of Turin Cathedral — a Baroque masterpiece by Guarino Guarini, built specifically to house the Shroud — was completed in 1694. The cloth has been there ever since, with the exception of various wartime evacuations. It survived the Second World War hidden in a monastery in Montevergine, near Naples. It returned to Turin in 1946. It survived another fire in 1997, when fire broke out in the chapel, possibly the work of arsonists; a fireman named Mario Trematore smashed through the bulletproof glass of the reliquary case with a sledgehammer and dragged the container to safety. He retired shortly afterward.

In 1983, the former King of Italy, Umberto II, bequeathed the Shroud to the Vatican upon his death. The cloth now belongs to the Catholic Church, which is careful to avoid making any definitive statement about its authenticity. The Church's official position is that the Shroud is a religious image worthy of veneration, that it may or may not be the burial cloth of Jesus, and that the question of its authenticity is properly a matter for scientific investigation rather than theological declaration. It is a position of studied ambiguity — neither endorsing nor dismissing, neither requiring faith nor forbidding it.

The Shroud's passage from a French knight's estate to a sealed argon-flushed reliquary in Turin took six centuries and left almost as many questions as it answered. What is clear is that something about the cloth commands reverence — and that something about it has always made people uneasy.

 [image: The Shroud of Turin — the full linen cloth]The full Shroud of Turin as it appears today: 4.37 metres long by 1.10 metres wide, a herringbone-weave linen bearing the faint impressions of a front and back figure, scorch marks from the 1532 fire, and water stains from the effort to extinguish it. The rectangular patches in two parallel rows are the 1532 repairs by Poor Clare nuns.
 

Chapter Four
 The Image Problem

 The central mystery of the Shroud of Turin is not its history. It is its image.

A forger skilled enough to paint or dye a convincing crucified figure on linen would still face one apparently insurmountable problem: the image on the Shroud is unlike anything that can be produced by conventional means. This is not a matter of faith or interpretation. It is a matter of physics, and the physics have been studied for decades by people with no religious stake in the outcome.

The image is superficial. It penetrates into the linen fibres to a depth of approximately 200 nanometres — about one two-hundredth of a human hair's width. Only the outermost surface of the threads is affected. There is no evidence of brushstrokes, pigment, dye, or any applied medium. Whatever caused the image left a mark so thin that it can be removed by simple abrasion. The depth of coloration carries no information about distance: the areas of the cloth that were farthest from the body are no paler than the areas that were closest.

This last fact — the uniformity of depth — is the key to one of the most startling discoveries in Shroud research. In 1976, two American Air Force scientists, John Jackson and Eric Jumper, fed photographs of the Shroud into a VP-8 Image Analyzer — a machine designed for processing lunar surface photographs by converting brightness values into topographical height values. When they applied the VP-8 to a normal photographic portrait, the result was a distorted mess: faces do not encode three-dimensional data in their brightness variations. When they applied it to the Shroud, they got a mathematically precise three-dimensional relief of a human face and body.

The image on the Shroud encodes three-dimensional spatial information. Not metaphorically, not approximately, but with the kind of precision that requires the image to have been formed by a process that registered the distance between cloth and body point by point across the entire surface. No conventional painting, printing, rubbing, or contact-image technique produces this property. When researchers have attempted to create images using scorching, powders, dyes, or various contact methods, the resulting images either distort under VP-8 analysis or fail to match the uniformity of the Shroud's image.

The mechanism proposed by some researchers — a brief, intense burst of ultraviolet radiation, perhaps like a flash of light, applied uniformly from within the body — would produce exactly these characteristics. It would also be physically impossible by any known natural process. The radiation required to produce the image in the time implied by the VP-8 data would be equivalent to a nuclear detonation at close range. This is not a scientific hypothesis so much as an acknowledgment that the image formation mechanism exceeds anything currently understood.

Walter McCrone, a Chicago microscopist who examined Shroud fibres in the 1970s, came to the opposite conclusion. He found particles of iron oxide — red ochre — and vermilion on the fibres and concluded that the image was painted with a tempera medium. McCrone's analysis was detailed and carefully documented. It was also disputed, vigorously, by other members of the STURP team, who argued that McCrone had found pigment particles on the fibres but not within the fibres, and not in sufficient quantity to account for the visible image. The argument turned technical, and it was never resolved. McCrone published his conclusions in 1981. The STURP team published theirs in 1981 as well. Both claimed to have analysed the same fibres. They reached contradictory conclusions.

The bloodstains are a separate and equally contested question. Immunochemical tests on the Shroud have identified blood — specifically, blood of type AB, the rarest of the major blood groups, found in roughly 5 percent of the global population. The blood appears to have soaked into the cloth from an actual wound: it shows the distribution patterns of real flowing blood, including serum halos around some stains, which occur when blood clots and the serum separates. The blood predates the image: where bloodstains and image overlap, the image is absent beneath the blood, suggesting the blood was laid down first and the image formed around it.

Critics point out that blood type AB was not identified until 1902, and that medieval forgers could have used blood of any source — animal or human — to create convincing stains. Supporters respond that a medieval forger who knew the serum-halo effect, the directionality of blood flow from a crucifixion wound, and the AB blood type would have been operating with knowledge that no medieval European possessed.

The image problem has no agreed solution. The best that can be said, after fifty years of intensive analysis, is this: something formed the image, it was not paint, it was not dye, it was not any contact method so far tested, and it encoded spatial information with a precision that baffles modern physicists. The how remains as mysterious as the why.

 [image: Shroud of Turin — positive and negative comparison]Left: the Shroud image as it appears to the naked eye — a faint, yellowish impression with little apparent depth or detail. Right: the photographic negative — the image that Secondo Pia first saw in his darkroom in 1898. The reversal of tones produces a fully formed, portrait-quality face. The image on the Shroud is itself already a negative.
 

Chapter Five
 The Scientists

 By the late 1970s, the Shroud had become a scientific battleground. Two events converged to turn it from a religious controversy into a scientific one: the VP-8 analysis of 1976, which made the image-formation problem undeniable to anyone with a physics background, and the growing sophistication of radiocarbon dating, which offered the promise of settling the question of age once and for all.

In 1978, thirty-three scientists from the United States arrived in Turin for a five-day examination — the most intensive scientific investigation ever conducted on a single artefact. The group called itself the Shroud of Turin Research Project, STURP. They brought seven tons of equipment. They were given 120 hours of access to the cloth. They were allowed to place instruments directly on its surface, take tape lifts of fibres, and photograph it under every available wavelength of light.

The STURP scientists were not, as their critics sometimes implied, a group of credulous believers seeking to confirm a predetermined conclusion. They were professional scientists — chemists, physicists, physicians, imaging specialists — from institutions including Los Alamos National Laboratory, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, and various universities. Some were devout Catholics. Others were not religious at all. Their mandate was empirical: find out what the image is made of, and how it was formed.

Their conclusions, published in peer-reviewed journals between 1979 and 1984, can be summarised in a single sentence that became famous in Shroud research circles: The Shroud of Turin is not a painting. They found no evidence of any applied medium — pigment, dye, ink — that could account for the image. They found that the image was confined to the outermost fibres of the threads. They found no evidence of directionality that would indicate a brush or stylus. They found that the image had the VP-8 spatial encoding property. They could not determine the image formation mechanism.

STURP also confirmed the bloodstains. Dr. John Heller of the New England Institute and Dr. Alan Adler of Western Connecticut State University spent years analysing Shroud fibres and concluded that the reddish material on the fibres was indeed blood — specifically, blood that had degraded in the way blood degrades on old linen. The finding was contested, particularly by McCrone, but Heller and Adler's work was careful and methodologically sound.

The radiocarbon dating question was more complicated. Radiocarbon dating — which measures the decay of carbon-14 isotopes in organic material — had been proposed as a definitive test since the early 1970s. The technology existed. The question was access. The Vatican was reluctant to allow destructive sampling. The Shroud authorities were reluctant to hand over portions of a religious artefact to be consumed in a scientific test. Negotiations went on for years.

In 1987, agreement was finally reached. Three laboratories — at Oxford, Zurich, and the University of Arizona at Tucson — would conduct independent radiocarbon tests on samples of the Shroud. Each laboratory would receive a sample approximately 50 milligrams in weight, cut from the same area of the cloth. A calibration protocol would ensure the tests were blind: the laboratories would not know which samples were Shroud material and which were controls.

There was, however, a problem that the coordinating scientists recognised but could not fully resolve: the choice of sampling location. The cloth had been repaired after the 1532 fire, and it was also contaminated by five centuries of handling and display. One scientist, STURP member Ray Rogers of Los Alamos, had argued from the beginning that the sample should be taken from the main body of the cloth, not from an edge, and that multiple locations should be sampled to account for possible contamination gradients. His recommendation was overruled. For practical and conservation reasons, the sample was cut from a single location in the corner of the cloth — the same corner that had been most handled over the centuries, and the same corner that, some would later argue, contained not original medieval linen but the 1532 fire repair patches.

On 13 October 1988, the three laboratories' results were announced simultaneously. The median radiocarbon date of the Shroud linen was 1260–1390 AD, at a 95 percent confidence interval. The Shroud, the headlines declared, was a medieval fake. The Archbishop of Turin, Cardinal Ballestrero, accepted the finding with what appeared to be genuine equanimity, stating only that the results should be accepted pending further study.

The scientific community considered the matter settled. The controversy was not.

 [image: Full-length negative images of the Shroud of Turin]Full-length negative photographs of the Shroud showing both front (left) and back (right) images of a figure approximately 1.75 to 1.8 metres tall. STURP scientists examined these figures in 1978 with spectrometers, X-ray fluorescence, and ultraviolet imaging equipment, concluding that the image was not paint and that the image-formation mechanism was unknown.
 

Chapter Six
 The Carbon Dating War

 The 1988 radiocarbon date was, by the standards of the technique, robust. Three independent laboratories, blind testing, consistent results: medieval origin, with a probability of about 95 percent that the cloth dated from between 1260 and 1390 AD. For most objects, that would have been sufficient. For the Shroud, it was the beginning of a new argument.

The attack on the radiocarbon date began almost immediately and has never entirely stopped. Critics have raised objections ranging from the scientifically plausible to the straightforwardly absurd. Among the most persistent:

The contamination hypothesis holds that the linen fibres were coated over centuries by a bioplastic film of biological contamination — bacteria, fungi, degraded organic material — that was not adequately removed by the pre-cleaning protocols and that skewed the carbon date toward a younger date. This hypothesis was advanced by Leoncio Garza-Valdes, a San Antonio microbiologist, in the early 1990s. He claimed to have found a bacterial coating on Shroud fibres thick enough to affect the carbon date by several centuries. The hypothesis attracted wide attention and was then largely dismissed: the contamination required to shift the date from the first century AD to 1260–1390 AD would need to represent 60 percent of the total carbon in the sample, which would have doubled the sample's weight — an effect that would have been immediately obvious to the testing laboratories.

The repair cloth hypothesis is more technically interesting and has been defended by more careful researchers. Ray Rogers of Los Alamos, one of the original STURP scientists, spent years after his retirement analysing fibres from the sampling area. In 2005, shortly before his death, he published a paper in the peer-reviewed journal Thermochimica Acta arguing that the sample area contained fibres from a medieval reweaving repair — perhaps from the 1532 fire restoration — that had been dyed with madder root to match the colour of the aged original. He found evidence of cotton fibres in the sample area that were absent from the main body of the cloth, and vanillin — a product of lignin decomposition — in the main cloth but absent from the sample area, suggesting the sample area was chemically younger. If the sample was a repair patch rather than original cloth, the carbon date would apply to the repair, not to the Shroud itself.

Rogers's paper was taken seriously by some researchers and dismissed by others. The absence of vanillin in the sample area is genuinely anomalous. The cotton fibre observation is harder to evaluate. The hypothesis has not been definitively refuted — but it has not been confirmed either. The problem is access: independent verification would require further samples from the sampling area, and the Vatican has not granted permission for additional destructive testing.

In 2013, Giulio Fanti, a professor of mechanical and thermal measurement at the University of Padua, published results from two non-destructive dating techniques — infrared spectroscopy and Raman spectroscopy — applied to Shroud fibres. His results suggested a date range of 300 BC to 400 AD, with a median around 33 AD. The study was immediately criticised on methodological grounds: the dating techniques Fanti used are not as well-established as radiocarbon dating, the samples were not taken using the same rigorous protocols, and the statistical methodology was contested. The study is cited frequently by Shroud believers and dismissed frequently by mainstream scientists.

The 2020 Italian study by Liberato De Caro and colleagues used wide-angle X-ray scattering (WAXS) to analyse the cellulose crystallinity of Shroud fibres and estimated an age consistent with the first or second century AD. Again, the methodology was contested, the samples were library specimens rather than fresh Shroud material, and the results were not accepted by the radiocarbon community as overturning the 1988 date.

Where does this leave the science? In an uncomfortable place. The 1988 radiocarbon date is the only direct measurement of the Shroud's age using an established, widely accepted technique. It says medieval. Multiple indirect studies suggest the cloth may be much older. The conflict cannot be resolved without new samples from well-documented, uncontaminated areas of the original linen — and the Vatican has not permitted this. The radiocarbon date stands, contested and inconclusive, like a verdict that the defendant refuses to accept and the court refuses to revisit.

 [image: Shroud of Turin positive and negative in colour]The Shroud face in colour, showing the positive image (left) and photographic negative (right). The 1988 radiocarbon dating indicated a date of 1260–1390 AD. Subsequent studies — including infrared spectroscopy, Raman spectroscopy, and wide-angle X-ray scattering — have suggested dates consistent with the first or second century AD. The conflict remains unresolved.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Forger's Problem

 Accept, for a moment, the 1988 carbon date. The Shroud is a medieval forgery, created between 1260 and 1390 AD by a craftsman — or craftsmen — of extraordinary skill. Who was this person? What did they do? And could they have done it?

The forger's problem, as historians of medieval art and technology have explored it, is formidable.

Consider first the anatomical accuracy. The wounds depicted on the Shroud correspond to what a first-century Roman crucifixion would actually produce, not to what a medieval European artist would have assumed. The nail wounds are in the wrists, not the palms. Medieval artists uniformly depicted nail wounds in the palms — this is what the theological tradition specified, and no medieval artist would have deviated from it without extraordinary reason. Nailing through the palms, however, would not have supported the weight of a crucified body: the palms tear. Roman executioners nailed through the wrists. This was known to Roman historians but was not part of the medieval artistic tradition.

The scourge marks on the Shroud correspond to the specific instrument known as the flagrum, a Roman whip with dumbbell-shaped metal weights at the tip. Marks from this instrument have a distinctive figure-eight pattern. The Shroud shows approximately 120 such marks, distributed across the back, buttocks, and thighs in exactly the pattern that a flagrum wielded by two alternating soldiers would produce. Medieval scourging traditions used different instruments with different marks. A forger working from medieval sources would have produced medieval scourge marks, not Roman ones.

The crown of thorns is a cap, not a circlet. Every medieval depiction of the crucifixion shows a crown of thorns as a ring or circlet around the head. The Shroud shows a cap covering the entire scalp, with puncture wounds distributed across the top of the head as well as the sides — consistent with a cap of thorns rather than a crown. No medieval artist depicted it this way. The cap-form crown was not established by art history until comparative analysis of the Shroud made it plausible.

The posture of the body is anatomically correct for a victim who died by crucifixion: the chest is expanded, consistent with the difficulty of breathing that characterises crucifixion death; the knees are slightly bent; the thumbs are tucked into the palms, which happens automatically when the median nerve in the wrist is pierced. A medieval artist who did not know these physiological specifics could not have produced them by accident.

Then there is the image itself. As established in the previous chapter, the image is not paint, not dye, not any applied medium. A medieval forger would have had to produce an image of photographic-negative quality — the tonal reversal that Secondo Pia discovered in 1898 — using a technique that inverted the expected relationship between light and shadow. Medieval artists worked in positive space: highlights are light, shadows are dark. The Shroud's image works in reverse. A medieval artist painting in reverse, producing a negative image, would have had to work from a mental model of the final product — a positive face — without any way of seeing the intermediate negative stage until photography was invented. The task is not impossible, but it is without historical parallel.

Perhaps the most persistent objection to the forgery hypothesis is the most basic: motive. Bishop Pierre d'Arcis claimed that his predecessor had located a confessor. No confessor's name, document, or testimony has ever been found. The claim rests on a single letter written by a bishop who had strong ecclesiastical reasons for wanting the display suppressed. Medieval forgers who created relics — and there were many — generally operated within an existing tradition of relic manufacture, producing bones, fabric fragments, and other items that had precedents and established markets. The Shroud's scale, uniqueness, and complexity place it in a different category from the ordinary commerce in false relics. Creating it would have required resources, technical knowledge, and patience that no ordinary medieval workshop possessed — and destroying the evidence of its creation so thoroughly that five centuries of investigation have found nothing.

The forgery hypothesis has not been disproved. But it requires a medieval craftsman with knowledge of first-century Roman execution methods, textile analysis, photographic negatives, and image-formation physics — working in complete secrecy, leaving no trace of their process, and producing an object that five centuries of science have been unable to replicate. It is possible. Nothing in science is impossible. But the balance of what the forger would have had to know shifts the calculus considerably.

 
 

Chapter Eight
 The Open Question

 There is a building in Turin, a short walk from the cathedral, where a museum displays the full history of the Shroud in careful, evenhanded detail. The exhibits include the 1898 photographs, the STURP equipment, the carbon dating reports, the botanical pollen evidence, the VP-8 analysis, the textile studies, the fire damage maps, the repair patches. All the evidence. All the arguments. Both sides, rigorously presented. The building is always quieter than you expect for a place containing so many years of passion and argument.

The pollen evidence deserves a mention here, because it has received less attention than the carbon date but is harder to explain away. In 1973, a Swiss criminologist named Max Frei was given permission to take tape samples from the Shroud's surface. Frei was an expert in forensic botany — the identification of pollen as evidence of a location. He found forty-eight species of pollen on the Shroud. Of these, eight were from halophytic plants that grow specifically in the region around the Dead Sea. Others were from plants found in Turkey and the Anatolian plateau. A small number were from European plants consistent with the Shroud's documented history in France and Italy.

Frei's methodology was criticised, and his reputation suffered after he authenticated the Hitler Diaries, which turned out to be forgeries. But the pollen findings have never been entirely explained away. If the Shroud was created in medieval France or Italy, the Dead Sea halophytes should not be on it. Frei's samples were independently verified by pollen specialist Avinoam Danin of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, who identified not only the same halophytic pollens but also the impressions of plant species — principally Gundelia tournefortii, a thistle-like plant found across the Levant — that are woven into the Shroud's image in a pattern consistent with a crown or wreath. Danin concluded that the Shroud had been in the vicinity of Jerusalem in the months of March or April — the season when these plants bloom — at some unspecified point in its history.

The botanical evidence does not prove the Shroud is two thousand years old. Pollen can contaminate a cloth through various means. But, combined with the textile evidence — the Shroud is woven in a 3-over-1 herringbone pattern that was common in the first century and is not documented in medieval European textile production — it suggests a cloth that has spent time in the Levant, possibly in antiquity, possibly in spring during Passover season.

Where does this leave us?

The Shroud of Turin has now been studied more intensively than any other artefact in history. The sum total of that study has produced the following agreed facts: the image is not paint; the image encodes three-dimensional spatial information; the image was formed by a mechanism unknown to modern science; the bloodstains show characteristics consistent with real blood from a real crucifixion wound; the pollen indicates the cloth has been in the Middle East; the weave is consistent with first-century manufacture; the carbon dating indicates a medieval date; the sampling area may have been contaminated or repaired; and the forgery, if it is a forgery, displays anachronistic knowledge that no medieval European possessed.

That is the evidence. It does not point in one direction.

The Catholic Church, for its part, has never officially declared the Shroud authentic, and has never officially declared it a forgery. Pope John Paul II said it was "a challenging call to every person, and particularly to the scientist." Pope Benedict XVI called it an "icon written in blood." Pope Francis, who visited the Shroud in 2015, said nothing official, only stood before it for a long time.

The cloth remains in its argon-flushed container in Turin, sealed against time, available to science when the Vatican permits, displayed to pilgrims when the Church decides, and unanswered. If it is a forgery, it is the most technically sophisticated and scientifically baffling forgery ever created, produced by a craftsman whose knowledge of Roman execution methods, textile technology, photographic optics, and forensic botany exceeded that of any medieval European — and who left absolutely no trace of the process.

If it is genuine, then the image on the cloth was formed by a physical event so brief and so intense that it created a photographic negative in 200 nanometres of linen fibre, centuries before photography existed — and the physics of that event are not yet described by any known natural law.

The Shroud of Turin asks a question that science cannot yet answer. Not because science is inadequate, but because the question itself is at the frontier where empirical inquiry meets something that empirical inquiry was not quite designed to address. The cloth is a test. It tests our methods. It tests our patience. It tests our willingness to sit with uncertainty.

What are we looking at?

Still, after all of it, nobody knows.

 [image: The Holy Face of Jesus from the Shroud of Turin (1909 photograph)]The face on the Shroud of Turin as reproduced in a 1909 devotional photograph, slightly enhanced for clarity. The face shows a prominent nose, forked beard, and long hair — characteristics that have been a defining influence on Western artistic depictions of Jesus for over a century. Whether the face belongs to Jesus of Nazareth, to an anonymous victim of Roman crucifixion, or to no one at all remains the central unanswered question.
 

Timeline

 c. 33 AD — The crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth in Jerusalem. The Shroud's claimed origin date.

 544 AD — First credible historical reference to an "image not made by human hands" preserved in Edessa (now Sanliurfa, Turkey). Ian Wilson and others identify this as the Shroud, folded to show only the face.

 944 AD — The Image of Edessa transferred to Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire.

 1192 AD — The Pray Codex, a Hungarian prayer manuscript, includes an illumination of Christ's burial showing an L-shaped pattern of holes that matches the pre-1532 burn holes on the Shroud.

 1204 AD — Constantinople sacked by the Fourth Crusade. The Image of Edessa disappears from the historical record. Some researchers connect this to the Shroud's later emergence in France.

 1357 AD — The Shroud first appears in recorded history at the collegiate church of Lirey, France, displayed by the widow of knight Geoffroi de Charny. Bishop Henri de Poitiers condemns it as a fake.

 1389 AD — Bishop Pierre d'Arcis writes to Pope Clement VII claiming his predecessor identified the forger. The claim is never substantiated with documents.

 1453 AD — Marguerite de Charny transfers the Shroud to the House of Savoy in exchange for a castle and annuity.

 4 December 1532 — Fire breaks out in the Sainte-Chapelle at Chambéry. The Shroud is rescued but damaged by a drop of molten silver and subsequent water. Poor Clare nuns later apply triangular patches to repair the holes.

 1578 AD — The Savoys move the Shroud from Chambéry to Turin, where it has remained ever since (excepting wartime evacuations).

 1694 AD — Guarino Guarini's Royal Chapel at Turin Cathedral completed, specifically to house the Shroud.

 28 May 1898 — Italian lawyer and photographer Secondo Pia makes the first photographs of the Shroud. When he develops the negative plates, he discovers that the cloth's image is itself a photographic negative — a positive image appears in the developed negative. He is "overcome with emotion."

 1931 AD — Professional photographer Giuseppe Enrie takes the second series of photographs, confirming Pia's discovery.

 1973 AD — Swiss criminologist Max Frei takes tape samples from the Shroud surface and later identifies 48 pollen species, including plants native to the Dead Sea region and the Levant.

 1976 AD — USAF scientists John Jackson and Eric Jumper feed Shroud photographs into a VP-8 Image Analyzer and discover that the image encodes three-dimensional spatial information — a property unique to the Shroud and inexplicable by conventional image-formation methods.

 8–13 October 1978 — The Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP), 33 American scientists, conducts 120 hours of direct examination with six tonnes of equipment. Their conclusion: the image is not paint, not dye, not any known applied medium. The image-formation mechanism is unknown.

 1981 AD — STURP publishes its findings. Walter McCrone publishes his contradictory finding that the image is iron-oxide paint. The dispute is never fully resolved.

 13 October 1988 — Three radiocarbon laboratories (Oxford, Zurich, Arizona) announce simultaneous results: the Shroud linen dates to 1260–1390 AD. Headlines declare it a medieval fake.

 1983 AD — King Umberto II of Italy bequeaths the Shroud to the Vatican upon his death. The cloth now belongs to the Catholic Church.

 2005 AD — STURP chemist Ray Rogers publishes a paper in Thermochimica Acta arguing the 1988 carbon dating samples were taken from a medieval repair patch, not the original linen. He dies the same year.

 2013 AD — Giulio Fanti of the University of Padua publishes infrared and Raman spectroscopy results suggesting a date of 300 BC – 400 AD. The methodology is contested.

 2015 AD — Pope Francis visits the Shroud in Turin. Two million pilgrims attend the public exposition.

 2020 AD — Wide-angle X-ray scattering (WAXS) study by De Caro and colleagues suggests an age consistent with first-century AD manufacture. The 1988 carbon date remains the only direct measurement using radiocarbon methodology.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Shroud of Turin is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events and published scientific research. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources, peer-reviewed studies, and established historical scholarship. Quotations from historical figures are drawn from documented sources.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Wilson, Ian — The Shroud of Turin: The Burial Cloth of Jesus Christ?, Doubleday, 1978

 Heller, John H. — Report on the Shroud of Turin, Houghton Mifflin, 1983

 Antonacci, Mark — The Resurrection of the Shroud, M. Evans & Company, 2000

 Rogers, Ray N. — "Studies on the radiocarbon sample from the Shroud of Turin," Thermochimica Acta 425 (2005) 189–194

 Fanti, Giulio & Malfi, Pierandrea — The Shroud of Turin: First Century After Christ!, Pan Stanford Publishing, 2015

 De Caro, Liberato et al. — "X-ray Dating of a Turin Shroud's Linen Sample," Heritage 5(2), 2022

 Damon, P.E. et al. — "Radiocarbon Dating of the Shroud of Turin," Nature 337, 611–615, 1989

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 8: Unexplained Phenomena in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •

 
OEBPS/cover.jpg
VOL. 8: UNEXPLAINED PHENOMENA

The Shroud
of Turin

The Most Studied Cloth in Human History

BASED ON REAL EVENTS

HISTORIQLY





OEBPS/images/shroud-of-turin-positive-and-negative-in-colour.jpeg





OEBPS/images/full-length-negative-images-of-the-shroud-of-turin.jpeg





OEBPS/images/the-holy-face-of-jesus-from-the-shroud-of-turin-1909-photogr.jpeg





OEBPS/images/the-pray-codex-1192-ad-hungarian-prayer-manuscript.jpeg





OEBPS/images/the-shroud-of-turin-as-photographed-by-secondo-pia-in-1898.jpeg
To’u no- 3.5. Snu)mu- n:lj/um)tmmﬁ Sacro Yolls

Om/fytﬁ%f/ &/






OEBPS/images/shroud-of-turin-positive-and-negative-comparison.jpeg





OEBPS/images/the-shroud-of-turin-the-full-linen-cloth.jpeg





