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PREFACE


Since I first began to investigate the shroud of Turin in 1973, much has happened. Over the last four decades we have seen the shroud allegedly debunked by Carbon 14 dating only to have the debunking debunked by later analysis. We have now seen new mysteries discovered on the shroud. For instance, the body images have a quality called “3-Dimensionality,” found only in photographs of deep space. And now we even have a probable link between the shroud and the Knights Templar, which fills in the most important blank in the history of the shroud.

All these discoveries, and more, as well as the 2010 rare public exposition of the linen, prompted me to renew my investigation and write the book you have before you. The shroud of Turin is, to my mind, the most fascinating Christian relic in existence—the alleged burial cloth of Christ, bearing an apparently inexplicable,  even supernatural, image which many believe to be that of the historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth after his crucifixion.

Many have tried to explain the shroud from a purely natural level—and some of these natural explanations can sound more outlandish than miracles. But in this book I try to give every theory its due and let you, the reader, decide how the evidence stacks up. You must be the judge. It’s a wild ride, an important ride. The shroud of Turin traverses much of western history and, if authentic, could have startling implications.

I come at this subject as a reporter. I’ve been one for the New York Times, the Miami Herald, and the Catholic Digest, among others. I know, from my own sifting of the evidence, what I think to be true. But this book is not an attempt to present you with my opinions as fact. It is an attempt to present a true portrait of one of the most breathtaking relics of the past—whether one thinks that past takes us into the shop of a medieval forger or to a burial ground in the Holy Land.

In 1973, I did the leg work, traveling the world, photographing the shroud, and sitting down with and interviewing many of the experts who had devoted their professional lives to studying it and its mysteries. Since then I’ve taken a different investigative approach, analyzing the material more as a scholar would—though I confess immediately that I am not an expert in either Carbon 14 dating, or weaving, or the burial rites of the Jews of New Testament times, or many other disciplines relevant to the ancient linen. But what I can bring to bear is a long association with the subject, a reporter’s nose for the facts, story-telling ability—and make no mistake, authentic or not, the shroud is a monster story—and the weight of judgment that comes from experience.

It is has been a great adventure for me to re-immerse myself in this compelling story—a mystery that is arguably one of the most important that anyone can possibly want to solve. For me, given  the fact that I began my book-writing career with the shroud, and am still devoting such effort to the relic, it has been a personal quest—a quest taking me back over 2,000 years of history, and forward into Space Age science. I hope you find this as interesting and exciting a detective story as I do.

 



—Robert K. Wilcox 
Los Angeles, California 
January 25, 2010





PART I 1898 - 1902
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THE PHOTOGRAPH





CHAPTER 1
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A STARTLING DISCOVERY


Secondo Pia souped his negative, waiting for the large glass plate to develop. The 42-year-old Italian lawyer, small town mayor, and amateur photographer had had a rough time photographing the Holy Shroud of Turin, believed by most in his native Northern Italy to be the burial cloth of Christ. Photography was new and little understood. Some, especially in the Church, were suspicious of the process. Equipment, heavy and unwieldy, frequently broke down. Electricity for his powerful arc lights had been erratic.

But he had persisted. And now, in his eerily lit darkroom, he was about to get the surprise of his life.

It was just past midnight, May 29, the third day of the first public exposition of the Shroud since 1868—as always, a rare occasion, this being the 50th anniversary of the signing of the  Italian constitution. He’d been asked to make the photographs by the king himself.

He felt privileged.

The shroud he labored over was made of ivory-colored, almost yellow linen, and was disfigured in several distinct ways. Wrinkles zig-zagged the 14 ½-foot length and 3 ½-foot width of the cloth whenever it was hung for exposition. Burn marks from a fire in 1532 ran down the cloth’s sides. Water marks resembling rough-cut diamonds, made when the sixteenth-century fire was doused, could be seen with the naked eye.

Also appearing on the shroud were two softly diffused but distinct impressions of a body. They were difficult to see up close, but at a distance they stood out in subtle, very light brown. It was as though the cloth had been wrapped around a body—not in mummy fashion, but lengthwise—beginning at the heels and proceeding up the back to the base of the skull, then over the head, across the face, and down to the toes.

The face was owl-like, almost grotesque. The eyes were open and staring, with what looked like pinholes for pupils. The nose was long and thin—a line in the center of the face. The mouth was a smudge beneath the nostrils. The hair appeared coarse and stringy, and hung almost to the neck in what appeared to be two braids. Between the hair and the sides of the face was a curious space. The feet appeared to be missing from the frontal image, and the legs were little more than lines tapering from the trunk. But the thighs, knees, and calves could be discerned, and the hands were folded over the loins in repose. The stomach, chest, and arms were easily recognizable on the frontal image, whereas the head, shoulders, and buttocks stood out on the dorsal.

The dull red stain of blood was everywhere. Large droplets from under the hairline suggested the entrance points of  thorn-like instruments. Small lacerations all over the body could easily have been the result of indiscriminate and interminable flogging. Wounds from nails resulted in large seepages on the hands as well as thin trickles on the arms. The gash in the side showed the most bleeding; blood had gathered around the hole and then flowed down the sides of the body and across the small of the back.

These were the images Secondo Pia expected to see as he waited for the negative to develop. But what he saw as he held the dripping plate up to the red light was something far different. The face was alive with expression, its details almost portrait-like. The eyes were closed and tranquil as though the figure were asleep. The mouth was full, with mustache above and beard below. The nose was long and prominent, with gradations of shadow down the sides. The hair, strands of which were matted with blood, appeared soft and smooth.

What Pia was looking at—inexplicably—were positive images. So what he saw on the cloth itself, the photographer concluded, must be negative images. Exactly how this strange reversal had been transferred to the shroud he could not say. What was clear, at least to Pia, was that Jesus had left not only his “photograph” on the shroud, but also a visual record of what happened to him in the bloody hours before his death.
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News of Pia’s startling discovery was not immediately released to the press. It was decided to keep things quiet until more study could be made.

However, three days later, Turin’s Corriere Nazionale, apparently scoring a leak, reported: “The photography was stupendously successful. It represents an exceptional value to history,  science and religion.” Soon the London Daily Telegraph gushed: “The rumor of the marvelous event spread like wildfire in Turin. His Grace the Archbishop, Duchess Isabella, Princess Clara, illustrious prelates, artists and businessmen hastened to Signor Pia’s studio to investigate the truth of the rumours. . . .” Pia was said to have set up his negatives with bright lights behind them in order for dignitaries being ushered into the darkened parlor to better see the stupendous sight.

By June 15, the Vatican’s official newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, was calling Pia’s discovery a “miraculous event.”

That endorsement sent the story global.

At first, reports in world capitals were favorable. But then problems peculiar to 1898 arose. Photographs could not yet be transmitted by wire. Newspapers commissioned artists to make drawings of Pia’s photos, a decision that negated the photographic revelation.

At least one newspaper photographed an ancient painting of the shroud and ran it as what Pia had produced. So numerous were the number of “misleading reproductions from sketches, etc., published in lay journals,” wrote the editor of The Photogram, a leading British technical magazine, that he included a written guarantee from Pia that the photos in his 1898 Christmas shroud supplement were authentic.

General lack of knowledge about photography also took its toll. Papers, already hampered by a serious information dearth, garbled what little they had. According to John Walsh, an American author who researched the reaction in his 1963 book The Shroud, the June 26, 1898, issue of The New York Evening Journal “managed to include both enough untruth and distortion in both word and picture, to cause hopeless confusion.” The Journal’s full-page display was illustrated by prominent artist A. Bianchini, whose sketches, Walsh wrote, were “almost incomprehensibly bad.” Such  presentation, however, probably made little difference. Americans were embroiled in the Spanish-American War, and their attention was largely on Cuba.

Even reports correctly stating the scientific mystery were hampered because of their overly pious emotion. “Nothing is more attractive than the countenance, truly divine,” invoked the Photogram  . “The mouth . . . appears to exhale the last sigh of Him who was obedient even to the death.” The negative “has left us . . . the memorial of His Passion, His Death, and His Glorious Resurrection.”


Pia’s Photos of the Holy Face

Secondo Pia’s photograph became an integral part of the Catholic devotion to the Holy Face of Jesus, which was just starting to take hold in Italy in the nineteenth century.



Such devotion alienated those who considered themselves enlightened. This was the dawn of the twentieth century. Religion and science were often at odds. Actual distance from Turin—a city half a world away from, for instance, New York City—muddled things further. These were not days of instant communication. Acceptance turned first to hesitancy, then to hostility towards Pia. He was accused of chicanery with chemicals, doctoring the negatives, even blunderingly photographing the wrong side of the shroud, a charge that failed to recognize that it had a prohibiting red silk backing attached.

Feeling a need to defend himself, Pia wrote two memoirs, the last of which was published in 1907. “I never invented any new methods or utilized any tricks as some people have been inclined to believe,” he said. “I had had long practice as an amateur photographer, and had been used to all kinds of adverse conditions.”

Pia listed his technical data: he had used a Voigtlander lens with a seven millimeter aperture opening, and standard 2, 3½ x 1,  6½-inch isochromatic negative plates developed in iron oxalate solution fixed with hyposulphite. He concluded, “On my honor I assure you, neither the negatives nor the copies from it were ever retouched.... Some rushed to conclusions without knowledge.... They ignored the special difficulties I faced.... I am confident that my declaration can destroy their unfounded hypotheses. This will defend—along with other experts—the honesty that inspired my task.”

But before the memoirs were ever published, a churchman, ironically, had sounded the death knell for the shroud.




THE D’ARCIS MEMORANDUM 

Father Ulysee Chevalier, a French historian and debunker of relics, had followed the Turin controversy with interest. He was hard at work on a massive bibliography of ancient sources that would soon bring him international fame. Titled Repertoire des sources historiques du moyan age, the work strove to list the names and sources of almost every notable person in literature since the time of Christ. Among the documents he’d encountered in his research were a batch written around 1389, some thirty-five years after the shroud had first surfaced in a Crusader knight’s castle in Lirey, France. That mysterious surfacing had been in 1354. Before 1354, the shroud’s history was obscure, and it was generally believed that the linen, venerated at least in Lirey as Christ’s own burial cloth, was a spoil of war from the Holy Land.

But Chevalier’s 1389 documents called the shroud a painted fake. Chief among these documents was an essay entitled “The D’Arcis Memorandum.” “D’Arcis” was Bishop Pierre D’Arcis, head prelate of Lirey, who, in 1389, was angered that Geoffrey DeCharny, the son of the Crusader knight of the same name, had begun exhibiting the linen as the True Shroud. D’Arcis alleged his  predecessor, Bishop Henry of Poitiers, had investigated the shroud thirty-five years earlier and found its forger. “After diligent inquiry and examination,” D’Arcis wrote, Bishop Poitiers had “discovered the fraud and how the said cloth had been cunningly painted, the truth being attested by the artist who had painted it, to wit, that it was a work of human skill and not miraculously wrought or bestowed. . . . ”

DeCharny and his priests were deceiving the populace, charged D’Arcis. He wanted it stopped. He sent the memorandum and supporting papers to Clement VII, the Avignon Pope who had jurisdiction, hoping Clement would agree. But there was nothing else in the memorandum or accompanying papers about the alleged forger—not his name or his method. D’Arcis’ case, in effect, was hearsay. While Clement ordered DeCharny to label the shroud only a “replica” of Christ’s burial cloth, he also harshly reprimanded D’Arcis, telling him to stop fighting with those at Lirey, or be excommunicated, leaving thus the impression that D’Arcis himself might be faking.

But the documents were enough for Chevalier. He was not concerned with the positive-negative anomaly or Clement’s sanctioning of D’Arcis. In 1900, he published his opinion that the Turin Shroud was an artist’s fake. The article was entitled “Critical Study on the Origins of the Holy Shroud of Lirey-Chambery-Turin.” Almost immediately Chevalier was deluged with public acclaim. Leopold Delisle, Frances’s most celebrated historian, publicly endorsed Chevalier’s finding. The Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, for which Delisle was secretary, gave the priest a gold medal.

More acclaim followed, and outside Turin, the number of shroud defenders shrank appreciably.

The debate, however, wasn’t yet over.





CHAPTER 2
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VIGNON AND DELAGE


Another French notable intrigued by the shroud was Yves Delage—but not for the same reason as Chevalier. Delage was a celebrated zoologist and professor of anatomy at Paris’s Sorbonne. He was impressed with the photographic mystery of the shroud. An ancient linen with negative images on it? As an agnostic, Delage didn’t believe in miracles. There had to be a natural explanation.

He discussed this with a young assistant, Paul Vignon, with whom he’d become close when Vignon took a staff position on Delage’s popular publication, Biology Year. A biologist and practicing Catholic, Vignon was also, in his spare time, an amateur painter, uniquely suited to investigate the mystery. In response to Vignon’s interest, Delage offered the younger scientist his lab and support to work on the problem. Vignon, who also believed there must be a natural explanation, readily accepted.
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Vignon may have been a Catholic, but he was determined not to let religion influence his probe. “For us,” he later wrote, “the shroud is simply a large piece of linen . . . discolored by time; worn and torn in places; half burnt by fire—bearing upon its surface shadowy impressions.” There would be no conclusions based on traditions or preconceived ideas, he pledged.

Acquiring shroud photos from a still-smarting and willing Pia, Vignon first tried to determine if the cloth had indeed been painted.

The artist would have had to know how to paint in reverse shading—that is, to paint the opposite of what is seen in normal light. Vignon concluded that any attempt at such a feat centuries before the concept of positive and negative images had been developed was just about inconceivable.

Even if an artist had the genius and the know-how, how could he have checked his work? And how could anyone else have been able to appreciate it? In both cases, the artist would have needed the positive and negative images photography produced. Why would he go to all the trouble to produce an image that would not be intelligible to those who saw it? And what could possibly motivate him to do a painting like this?

But there were other possibilities as well. Perhaps the negative images on the shroud were produced by some natural process following painting. Perhaps wear and tear had caused an inversion in the color of the paints over a period of time. Perhaps heat had done the trick over a short period of time.

As one critic wrote,
The flesh tints may have been painted with a mixture of white paint,which is usually an oxide of lead or of zinc combined with reds (sulphate of mercury), ochers, or naturally tinted earths;  the shadows may have been done with black paint mixed with the same ochers and natural burnt earths, or even with bitumen (petroleum). [Then] the Holy Shroud passed through critical periods, such as the fire in 1532 when the constitution of its colors must have been considerably modified . . . the [light] bitumen burnt [and] turned dark because of contamination of the atmosphere.





All such theories, however, depended on one essential fact: the presence of paint on the cloth. On examining the photographs with a magnifying glass, Vignon couldn’t find a trace of paint. Moreover, when he himself painted a portrait on a piece of linen approximating the shroud material and subsequently folded it into a small square, the paint flaked off. If the shroud had been folded and unfolded, rolled and unrolled as it had for at least five centuries, painted-on images simply could not have survived.


Unmasking the Artist: Leonardo da Vinci?

Due to the amazing photographic quality of the shroud, some proponents of the “artist theory” have suggested that Leonardo da Vinci created the image, using a rudimentary camera that he invented. This theory has little credibility, however, especially given that the shroud first came to prominence nearly a century before Leonardo was born.



Dyes were another possibility. But if the images were dyed onto the cloth, there wouldn’t be enough consistency in them to invert into a negative image. They would have remained the same whether positive or negative. Even if there was consistency, the images, he could see, were monochromatic—the color being variously described as brown or rusty red. But the light parts of the images were from the natural color of the cloth itself—not any dye  or pigment. The cloth’s fibers were not an artist’s creation and, anyway, had not inverted.

The images, Vignon concluded, were not painted.

Vignon’s second theory involved direct contact of the cloth with the body. Wearing a fake mustache to approximate the face in the shroud, Vignon lay on a table and had two aides apply powdered chalk—red chalk, since that would show up better than white—to his face. The aides then pressed over his face a cloth resembling the shroud in texture. To everyone’s surprise, when the cloth was raised, it contained a negative image of Vignon’s face; the darks were light and the lights were dark. But the image itself was a disappointment. The eyes, cheeks, and mouth were too low; the nose was flattened. It was at best a caricature, and nothing at all like the precise, well-proportioned face on the linen surface of the shroud.

Twice more the scientists tried the experiment—once using less pressure than the first time, and once using more pressure. The results were the same: the chalk contacts were little more then smears.

What had happened, Vignon reasoned, had a logical explanation. “Contact alone could not render on a flat surface a true and undistorted impression of a cylindrical object,” wrote John Walsh. “The flat surface would have to be wrapped around the cylinder and on being opened out again would unavoidably enlarge and distort the original object. The disparity would be more apparent where the cylinder’s surface was uneven, as in a human face.”




THE VAPOROGRAPH THEORY 

Vignon’s third theory had to do with gases and vapors rising from the body and acting chemically on the shroud in such a way as to produce the body images. He got the idea while reading of photographic  film experiments being conducted by Rene Colson, a physicist at Paris’s Ecole Polytechnique  . Together they developed a series of hypotheses which they subsequently tested experimentally.


Shroud Scholar: Paul Vignon

Born in 1865 in Lyon, France, Paul Vignon was an avid mountain climber, often going on dangerous excursions in the Alps. As a young man, he was also a promising biologist, but in the late 1880s he suffered a nervous breakdown. Lying in a hospital for months, he decided to take up painting. The subtleties of the art relaxed him, and he ended a year of recuperation not only as an accomplished artist, but convinced that there was a spiritual relationship between art and science. Such a viewpoint, understandably, inclined him to the shroud.



Vignon began with a metal medallion; Colson, with a sculpture of Jesus’ head. They dusted the objects with zinc powder and put them in light-tight boxes. Vignon put a film plate under his medallion; Colson put a film plate over his sculpture; the one would check vapors traveling downward; the other, upward. When they developed the plates twenty-four hours later, they saw images—negative images. The medallion was a little out of focus, but the profile was indeed recognizable.

Zinc was obviously not an element in the ointments used in Jewish burials, but perhaps the ointments were not the image-forming agent. Perhaps urea was. Urea is found in the bladder, of course, but it is found also in sweat—morbid sweat. The sweat of a person undergoing a crisis, especially a crisis of pain, would be urea-rich. On fermenting, it would turn into carbonate of ammonia, which in turn would emit ammoniacal vapors.

But how could these vapors make an image on a linen cloth? They surmised paste of myrrh and aloes blended with olive oil— a recipe derived from the Old Testament—was spread, not directly on Jesus’ body, but on the shroud in which the body was wrapped. Aloes consist mainly of two chemical elements: aloin and aloetine, both of which oxidize and darken into a brownish color when they come into contact with alkalies like ammonia.

To test this hypothesis, Vignon and an assistant dipped a piece of linen into a mixture of oil and aloes. Then they dipped half of the cloth into ammonia water; this half oxidized, browned, and darkened immediately. When the linen was dried, the oil and aloes on the non-dipped half turned to flakes or powder which could easily be brushed off; the stain on the other half, however, was fixed, clear, and indelible, and the fabric itself had lost none of its suppleness. So far, so good.

The next step was to test the hypothesis with an object. They picked a plaster head-form, saturated it with ammonia water, and covered it with an aloes-impregnated linen cloth. The result was a brown blur on the cloth. Then the two scientists switched to a plaster cast of a hand, onto which they slipped a suede glove larded with the aloes-and-oil mixture. Slowly, carefully, they poured the ammonia water between the cast and the glove. The result on the interior of the glove, when it was slit open, was the image of a hand, not a perfect image, but one to give validity to what Vignon later labeled the “vaporograph theory.” Where the cloth was in contact with the body, the chemicals made the darkest image. Where it was not, vapors rose minute distances, staining the linen more lightly the farther they traveled.

It was a rational explanation.




A NATURAL PROCESS 

He was now ready for the final investigation. Had the process of the images forming on the shroud ensued naturally?

Or had it been induced by a clever forger?

The wounds, of course, appeared to be the same as Christ’s in the Gospels. There were lacerations on the head as though from thorns. The man had been beaten and stabbed in the side. He had also been crucified. No other person in history is said to have been tortured and killed in that exact way. The odds against an unknown person having undergone these same tortures by chance, Vignon figured, were astronomical. Either the images really were of Jesus, or—since he’d ruled out an artist’s rendering—a body had been mutilated to look like Christ’s.

But then Vignon started studying the apparent blood stains with a magnifying glass. These stains were different from the images—they were positives, not reversals. They ringed the scalp, dripped down the face, and dotted and lined the chest, forearms, hands, back, and feet. Surprisingly, most showed the characteristics of authentically dried or “clotted” blood—separation of serum and darker cellular mass. This was realism unknown to a medieval artist. It convinced Vignon, a biologist, that he was looking at real blood.

But how had it gotten on the shroud in such realistic form?

If it had just been poured on the cloth, the blood would have been absorbed into the fabric, “trapped,” so to speak, between the individual threads, and simply dried as a crusty, intact mass. “When we pour blood upon a . . . cloth,” Vignon wrote, “the fiber... absorbs the liquid by capillary action so that it spreads unevenly along the threads.” A good example is the way blood stains unevenly on a gauze bandage. But most of the blood stains Vignon observed on the shroud had smooth, unbroken borders. They were almost like “photographs” of blood, he wrote. The stains on the forehead and hands were good examples—perfectly formed masses surrounded by a lighter serum ooze.

There were a few stains with broken borders, like those that ran along the lower back of the man in the shroud. But as far as  Vignon could tell, most were smooth and could not have been poured onto the cloth. They must first have dried and separated on a non-absorbent surface, such as the skin of a corpse, before being transferred to the cloth.

But the theory of simple direct contact presented problems.

If the blood had already clotted and dried, how could it have transferred? It needed to be wet in order to transfer.

He decided that, given the man’s torture and the amount of morbid sweat that would have been produced, if the body had been kept cool, like in a tomb, wetness might have lingered.

But even then there were problems.

How could the transfers have been executed with the perfection seen on the shroud? If the clots had been too moist, applying pressure would have squashed them. If they hadn’t been moist enough, the contact wouldn’t have yielded the detail seen.

Performing a test to see how contact stains might be made, Vignon wrote: “It is [only] when the [clot] is [exactly] half dissolved—neither before nor after—that a good transfer is effected. But it is very difficult to get a perfect transfer. It is either only half transferred if there is too little contact, or, if the exposure is too long, I obtain puddles and it is useless to represent them.”

The clots were thus another mystery. Although with great effort Vignon could approximate them in his laboratory, he didn’t see how a forger working under medieval conditions could have done so.

Other details impressed him:

The blood flows followed the natural contours of the body—for instance, the large stain on the forehead. Artists, he noted, usually depicted such flows in straight lines or stylized droplets. However, in the shroud, he noted the flow “met in its course the two wrinkles of the forehead, and has, by this slight opposition, been forced to spread itself out, forming two small horizontal  pools. Thence it continued to flow, until it ended in a tear of [dried] blood close to the eyebrow.”

Also surprising was the source of the forehead blood. Judging from the many lacerations covering the head, it had been caused not, it appeared, by the traditional “wreath” of thorns—almost always depicted in Christian art—but by a full “cap” of thorns, something that covered the entire upper head. Would a forger bent on enticing Christians have gone against such tradition? Wouldn’t he, by doing so, have alienated the faithful he wanted to deceive?

And that wasn’t the only break with tradition. Vignon noticed other pecularities:

The nail wound was in the wrist—not the hand.

Nowhere in Christian art did he know of the nails so placed. They were always in the palm. Yet, as an anatomist, Vignon knew the wrist bones provided a stronger grip for a nail than those in the hand.

The man in the shroud was nude, although the hands covered the pelvis. Christian art almost always depicted Christ in a loin cloth. This depiction surely would have caused controversy in medieval France. A forger wouldn’t have chanced it.

Everywhere Vignon investigated he found similar realism. “Artists—forgers—make things easy to understand,” he wrote. “On the shroud however, the truth is often hidden—revealed only by the intricacies of nature herself!”

For instance:

At first glance, the blood trails on the arms, which were folded downward, strangely appeared to have flowed up. But envisioned as the arms would have been in crucifixion—up and outstretched—the flows made perfect sense. While the arms were extended upwards, the blood, as gravity dictated, would have coursed downward and dried. When the body was removed and the arms folded inward, the blood trails would seem as if they had flowed up.

Whip marks covered the body, mostly on the dorsal image. On the surface, they appeared to be simple lashes. But under magnification, groups of each showed varying paths, as if delivered by two different floggers, alternately lashing one after the other. At the tips of each lash were small bruises or cuts. Some were dumbbell shaped. Others resembled tiny mallets. A third tip appeared to be a small hook. Checking ancient sources, Vignon found what appeared to be the whip that was used—the feared Roman “flagrum,” an instrument of punishment used in Palestine at the time of Christ.

Vignon wrote:
[It] is hardly worthwhile to emphasize how very unlikely it is that any artist having to reproduce the marks of the scourging on a human body could have imagined a system of scars so complicated as that [on the shroud]. Each kind of mark would have required special attention, special invention, and we all know how difficult it is to repeat over and over again a representation which, while preserving the same general form, should show infinite variety in detail.






Piercing His Heart

But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.

—John 19:34



All such details, one way or the other, he noted, pointed to Jesus. For instance, there was a “blotch” on the right shoulder of the dorsal image, suggesting the friction of carrying timber for a cross. One cheek was swollen and bruised, recalling the account in Matthew 26:67 about Jesus being struck in the face prior to crucifixion. The swelling showed that the bruises had been inflicted before death. The chest wound,  visible near one of the triangular patches, showed separation of blood parts, including serum. This not only indicated the man in the shroud was dead when pierced, but made sense of the strange wording in John 19:34 that when the lance entered Jesus’ chest, out came blood and “water.”

The knees of the man in the shroud were cut and bruised, particularly the left one, indicating he’d fallen on it numerous times—just as the Gospels say Jesus fell on the way to Golgotha. Not only were the feet pierced as if by a nail for crucifixion—deduced from blood flows on the dorsal image—but the fact that there was only one issue of blood from the wrist visible on the shroud struck Vignon as particularly realistic. The other wrist was covered by the placement of the hands, one over the other. But since any blood issue would have come after Jesus had been taken down—and since, by then, as the Gospels say, Jesus was dead and therefore his heart had ceased pumping—there wouldn’t have been much blood in the wrist area—as shown on the shroud. And any small issue from the covered wrist would logically be hidden.

Would a medieval forger have known such realistic anatomical details?

In the end, Vignon couldn’t figure out how the body had exited the shroud without distorting the picture-perfect blood stains. If they’d been wet, they would have been ruined when the cloth was removed. If dry, they would have ripped the cloth.

Was this possible proof of resurrection?

Vignon couldn’t say. Such a thing was beyond scientific inquiry. But he also couldn’t rule it out. After all, Christian tradition said the resurrection had happened, and Vignon could not come up with another explanation. Was he to believe that a string of unfathomable coincidences had occurred and seemingly impossible tasks had been performed to create both the body images and  the differently created blood images? Or was it more probable that the body that had once been in the shroud had belonged to Jesus, to whom history says the things observable in the images actually happened?

Having found a plausible answer for the images—the vapograph—Vignon couldn’t help but speculate about Jesus and the resurrection. He was a practicing Christian. Whatever the truth, he’d accomplished his task. He had found a plausible explanation for how the images had been made.
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Yves Delage was impressed with his assistant’s work. While he was dubious that something extra-natural had occurred, he was delighted with the body of evidence Vignon presented. He saw no reason why Christ could not have been a historical person, and felt his younger colleague had proved it.

“Do you remember the joy we felt,” Delage later wrote to a friend, “at having at length discovered the key to the enigma?—Vignon’s ‘vaporograph.’” It was the “natural explanation, luminous in its simplicity, outing miracle.” The blood stains could be worked on later.

Like virtually all his scientific colleagues, Delage was a rationalist, a believer in the supremacy of reason over revelation. Theirs was an era ushered in by the publication of Darwin’s theory of evolution (1859), which underlined inconsistency between the Genesis account of instantaneous creation and the biological belief of man’s slow emergence from lower life forms. While not an active anti-religionist, Delage would eventually receive the international “Darwin Medal” for research into the mysteries of cellular life. Vignon’s work, he decided, would be an excellent presentation for his colleagues at the academy. Just the year  before, Delage had been voted into the prestigious body. Explaining away this so-called “miracle” would be appreciated.

Vignon, at the time, was preparing to publish his research in a book to be titled The Shroud of Christ. Not a member of the academy, he was honored by Delage’s proposal. Having his work singled out for such an august audience was recognition beyond anything he had imagined. Elated, he began to prepare notes from which Delage would speak.
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PROBABLE JOURNEY OF /
THE SHROUD TO EUROPE

FRANCE “"

Jerusalem—His followers gather Jesus'burial shroud from the empty tomb.
Edessa, Syria (now Urfa, Turkey) - shortly ater Jesus’ death, the cloth is
transported here. In 525, following a devastating flood,it s found scaled in
an Edessan city wall,

943 Venerated as the “Cloth of Edessa” or “Mandylion,” the shroud i ran-
Somed from Muslim captors and brought triumphantly to Constantinople
(now Istanbul, Turkey).
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. 1204 Crusaders, including Knights Templar, sack Constantinople.
“The shroud disappears.

. 1335 The cloth s displayed publicly in a church in Lirey, France, owned
by Geoffrey de Charny, probably a descendent of Templar Geoffrey I de
Charny.

. 1502 The shroud is moved to Chambery, France.

1578 The shroud i taken to Turin, Italy, where it now resid
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