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INTRODUCTION

On Sunday, April 19, 2015, two weeks after Easter, the Holy Shroud went on display for sixty-seven days in the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Turin, Italy. This was its fifth showing in thirty-seven years; the first, in the fall of 1978, drew 3.5 million pilgrims in just five weeks. The 2010 viewing, which lasted six weeks, attracted more than 2 million. Pope Benedict XVI was among the pilgrims in attendance on May 2, 2010, when he described what he saw as an “icon” that once “wrapped the remains of a crucified man in full correspondence with what the Gospels tell us of Jesus.” The pope could gaze at his leisure, whereas ordinary visitors, numbering close to fifty thousand a day, had to catch a brief glimpse from out in the crowd of the shroud’s shadowy body image of a battered naked man, about six feet tall and weighing perhaps 175 pounds, with shoulder-length hair, a mustache and beard, and arms extended with his hands covering his genitals.

The “Man of the Shroud,” as he is called by those who study him, is imprinted front and back in pale sepia tones on a rectangular piece of fine herringbone-woven linen just over fourteen feet long and just under four feet wide. Close examination reveals what appear to be graphic wounds of whipping on the figure’s back, arms, and legs; small rivulets of what looks to be blood flow from what appear to be tiny puncture wounds on the figure’s forehead; similar blood flows down the arms from what appears to be a large wound in the figure’s right side, as well as from a similar major wound in the upper right hand, which overlays the left wrist.

For millions of believers worldwide, to gaze upon the face of the Man of the Shroud is to gaze upon the face of the Son of God—as if it were an ancient photo, captured just minutes after Jesus came down from the cross. But where believers see their Savior, I see the greatest deception in the history of Christianity. And, at the same time, I see the work of an artistic genius.

From the moment of my first encounter with the shroud in 1981, I knew it could not be the burial cloth of Jesus. Of course, many inside and outside the church shared my skepticism. But unlike the others, I could not simply accept it as a fake and move on. Instead, I set my sights on exposing once and for all the truth behind the Shroud of Turin. As it turned out, my quest, with many interruptions and multiple detours, would last a quarter of a century and take me on a circuitous journey from Turin to Jerusalem, Constantinople, Rome, Avignon, the green country of northeast Oklahoma, and the desert hills north of Santa Fe—then, finally, to the hamlet of Lirey in northeast France, where, in the mid-14th century, the shroud’s story began.

The amazing cast of characters I encountered along the way includes an audacious pope in Avignon who wanted to make France the center of the Catholic Church; an ill-fated French king, dubbed “the Good,” who was captured in battle; the most illustrious knight of the Middle Ages, who died saving a king’s life; the knight’s aspiring widow, who likely had a hand in the Holy Shroud hoax; bands of Catholic fanatics who publicly whipped themselves nearly to death; a pair of angry bishops with a shared gift for conspiracy theories; a quirky scientist from Oklahoma with an unmeasurable IQ; and an amateur historian and irrepressible tour guide in Lirey, who in period costume takes on the persona of the shroud’s first owner. The backdrop against which the shroud’s story unfolds is a grim mélange of the most devastating plague in human history and a brutal war between France and England that lasted more than a century. Though I suppose it should have been obvious from the beginning: A creation as astounding and enduring as the Shroud of Turin could only have been realized in an extraordinary age and with epic players.

I began my quest nearly forty years ago with the blind optimism and puffed-up ego of a recent PhD graduate, but in truth, there were many false starts and dead ends along the way. In following my shroud journey, readers will get to know an admittedly arrogant Byzantine academic who pushed against the ivory tower of traditional art history to dig into a subject of tabloid fascination, even when it meant that his boss at Harvard’s prestigious Dumbarton Oaks research center banished him to the basement for his first shroud television interview. More than once my own hubris got in the way, and it was dumb luck alone that opened an unanticipated path forward. What I could not have guessed when I started, though, was that I would eventually discover a basic, counterintuitive truth about the shroud; namely, that most people don’t want its mysteries to be solved. Mysteries, after all, are the stuff of television shows and novels.

I naively believed that my arguments of the early eighties, which I based on the history of relics, the evolving iconography of Christ’s Passion story, and the documents relating to the shroud’s first appearance in the historical record—coupled with its carbon-14 dating in 1988 to between the years 1260 and 1390—would put the authenticity question to rest. But they did not. Successive public displays of the shroud in 1998, 2000, 2010, and 2015 each drew millions of pilgrims and the endorsement of the reigning pope.

After a quarter of a century of struggling to solve the mystery of the shroud, I knew one thing for certain: My quest would never be over until I figured out how the image of the Man of the Shroud was created. But how could I, when dozens of very smart scientists had struggled with that question over decades and had failed to come up with the answer? In 2006, when I had all but given up hope, I met, by chance, an extraordinary Philips Petroleum material chemist from rural Bartlesville, Oklahoma, who, with his daughter, made the breakthrough I desperately needed. They discovered that the Man of the Shroud was made by a simple but messy printing technique using everyday materials well known to scribes and artists—and with a living human subject. After that stunning discovery, I moved on into territory rarely explored in books about the Shroud of Turin: When was the shroud made, why, and by whom? And who was behind the hoax?

My perspective is that of an art historian, and my focus is specifically on the four decades in the second half of the 14th century (1350–1390) when the Holy Shroud was made and then created its initial public stir. My story is a personal journey of discovery as I have played the Holy Shroud detective. And the guiding spirit on my journey has been William of Occam, who died in Munich in 1347, just a few years before the shroud was first shown to pilgrims. The story of the Shroud of Turin, for those who take its authenticity for granted and absorb each new bit of shroud “evidence” with their deep-seated confirmation bias, is the story of piling complexity upon complexity, with every seeming dead end in the chain of logic calling for yet another contrived explanatory wrinkle. Inspired by William of Occam and his “razor”—his law of succinctness—I have taken the opposite path: The arms of the Man of the Shroud are impossibly long not because Jesus had Marfan syndrome, but because the artist manipulated the figure’s arms in the printing process to cover his genitals.

The shroud’s next public showing is scheduled for 2025, but if this book finds its audience, that display may never take place. The Catholic Church may finally acknowledge publicly what it has known privately for more than six hundred years: that the Shroud of Turin is certainly not the burial cloth of Jesus. And more than that, the church may at last do what a crusading 14th-century bishop begged it to do in order to halt the idolatry it inspires: renounce the shroud as one enormous hoax, and tuck it away forever.





TIMELINE



	1337–1453

	Hundred Years’ War




	1342–1352

	Reign of Pope Clement VI




	1343

	Geoffroi de Charny takes initial steps toward the creation of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	1347

	Death of William of Occam




	1348

	Geoffroi de Charny marries Jeanne de Vergy




	1348–1350

	The initial onslaught of the Great Mortality (the Black Death)




	1349

	Francesco Petrarch’s Letters on Familiar Matters




	1349-1351

	Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron




	1350

	Jubilee year in Rome




	1350–1364

	Reign of King John II the Good




	ca. 1350

	Geoffroi II de Charny is born




	1351

	King John II creates the Order of the Star




	ca. 1351

	Geoffroi de Charny’s Book of Chivalry




	Early 1350s

	The Shroud of Turin is created




	1352–1362

	Reign of Pope Innocent VI




	1352

	King John II appoints Geoffroi de Charny a knight of the Order of the Star




	Early 1353

	Building of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	June 1353

	Founding of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	October 1353

	King John II confirms the foundation of the Lirey Collegiate Church and grants land rents




	1353–1370

	Henri de Poitiers is bishop of Troyes




	1354–1358

	Robert de Caillac is dean of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	Early 1354

	Pope Innocent VI confirms the foundation of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	June 1355

	King John II appoints Geoffroi de Charny the bearer of the Oriflamme




	Summer 1355

	First mass pilgrimage to Lirey




	1355

	Likely date of the Cluny Museum shroud pilgrim badge and the Lirey badge casting mold




	Later 1355

	Bishop Henri de Poitiers initiates action to halt the exhibition of the Lirey Shroud




	1355–1389

	The Lirey Shroud is hidden away outside the Diocese of Troyes




	May 20, 1356

	Bishop Henri de Poitiers confirms the foundation of the Lirey Collegiate Church




	September 19, 1356

	Death of Geoffroi de Charny at the Battle of Poitiers




	1361

	Jeanne de Vergy marries Aymon de Genève




	1369

	Aymon de Genève dies




	1377–1395

	Pierre d’Arcis is bishop of Troyes




	1378–1417

	The Great Schism




	1380–1422

	Reign of King Charles VI




	1386

	Geoffroi II de Charny marries Marguerite de Poitiers, niece of Bishop Henri de Poitiers




	1387

	Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales




	Spring 1389

	The Pope’s legate in France grants permission to Geoffroi II de Charny to place the shroud in the Lirey church




	Summer 1389

	Second mass pilgrimage to Lirey




	July 28, 1389

	Pope Clement VII’s bull to Geoffroi II de Charny, confirming his legate’s permission and allowing exhibition of the shroud for veneration




	August 4, 1389

	King Charles VI’s letter to his bailiff in Troyes, commanding him to seize the Lirey Shroud




	August 15, 1389

	King Charles VI’s bailiff tries and fails to seize the Lirey Shroud




	September 5, 1389

	It is announced that King Charles VI is now in “verbal” possession of the Lirey Shroud




	Later 1389

	Bishop Pierre d’Arcis writes his memorandum to the pope




	January 6, 1390

	Pope Clement VII’s issues a bull on the Lirey Shroud




	June 1, 1390

	Pope Clement VII’s revises his January bull on the Lirey Shroud; the Lirey textile must be identified as a figure or representation and must not be afforded during its exhibition the solemn honors due a relic




	1394

	Death of Pope Clement VII




	1395

	Death of Pierre d’Arcis




	1398

	Death of Geoffroi II de Charny








1 Hooked


I met the Shroud of Turin for the first time on the side of the road in Washington, DC, on a sunny morning in March 1981. I was thirty-five years old and the father of two girls; my wife, Elana, was teaching French in a private school, and we lived in a row house on the north edge of the city. In those days, I loved to walk to work, and that meant four miles, from just south of the Maryland line to Dumbarton Oaks, at the top of Georgetown. I had earned my PhD in art history from Princeton a few years earlier and now had my first paying job, with the lofty title Associate for Byzantine Art Studies. I was a scholar, pure and simple, at that most luxurious enclave for Byzantine studies, Harvard’s Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

I took different routes south and west toward DO (as we insiders call Dumbarton Oaks), always on the lookout for “the street that time forgot.” Mostly, this meant meandering through the elegant neighborhoods north of the National Cathedral, with the goal of passing yet again—and almost always alone—through its lovely boxwood garden. This morning, though, perhaps because I was starting late, I chose the direct and prosaic Wisconsin Avenue route. I wasn’t long into my journey when I spied it there on the ground, partially stuck in the remnants of a snowbank: a crumpled copy of that week’s National Enquirer that happened to fall open to a page with an advertisement featuring a picture of the Shroud of Turin. I was immediately intrigued.

The idea was simple: You send $12 to an address in Richmond, Virginia, and someone there will send you a two-and-a-half-foot linen replica of the Shroud of Turin. This, the Holy Shroud Miracle Cloth, will, in the words of the ad, “bring you everything in life you desire and so rightly deserve.” Drape the Holy Shroud Miracle Cloth over your bed or fold it up in your wallet and “the same miraculous forces that brought about the creation of the Shroud (will) go to work for you,” bringing you “remarkable cures, good luck, love, money, robust health and happiness,” not to mention success “at bingo, the races, card games, the casino and other games of chance.” All of this is guaranteed or your money back, even though there is no claim that the Holy Shroud Miracle Cloth had ever touched the real shroud, had ever been to Turin, or, for that matter, had been blessed by anyone with church credentials.

Of course, I immediately ordered my own Holy Shroud Miracle Cloth and, a few years later, while in Richmond to see an exhibition of icons, I went to the address listed in that National Enquirer advertisement. I wanted to discover the secret to the Miracle Cloth’s potency. What I found was a simple, green one-story frame house, the sort transported on flatbed trucks; it was tucked in behind a car dealership on the north edge of town. A small cardboard plaque set in a slot on its front door identified it as “The House of Power.” Unfortunately, I arrived too early for a visit with the staff; office hours were 2:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m.

The initial reason that National Enquirer ad caught my attention was that I was then finishing research for a small exhibition called Sacred Souvenirs: Byzantine Pilgrimage Art that would open at DO the following year. I recognized immediately that the Holy Shroud fit perfectly into what I already had learned from my study of Christian relics. So I assumed that it could not be genuine, any more than the True Cross, the Crown of Thorns, the Holy Nails, or the Holy Foreskin are genuine.

I’ve always been interested in relics. Maybe that’s because I was brought up as a Lutheran in a tiny town in Minnesota. We had neither saints nor relics in our version of Christianity at Hope Lutheran Church. And like nearly everyone else in this mostly Norwegian American community of 1,500, I was suspicious of the few local Catholics, who, I was told, worshipped painted statues. Our Hope Lutheran Jesus in stained glass had light brown hair, pale skin, and blue eyes, just like my father. And he was still bloodless, in the hours just before his arrest, earnestly praying against a large rock in the Garden of Gethsemane.

I encountered Christian relics for the first time at age twenty. It was the summer after my graduation with an art history degree from Carleton College, and three of us rented a blue Citroen 2CV, the anemic French version of the German Beetle, for a grand European road trip. We drove twelve thousand miles, from Paris to Naples to Berlin to Amsterdam, camping all the way and drinking vast quantities of beer. This was my first trip to Europe, and suddenly, my art history books had come to life. I was delirious.

We mapped our path south and west through France, along the medieval pilgrimage route that led from Paris to Poitiers to Toulouse and, ultimately, on to the famous pilgrimage shrine of Santiago de Compostela in northwest Spain. We headed back east and north just after Barcelona, though, toward Aix-en-Provence, because I wanted to drive our little Citroen up Mont Sante-Victoire, that otherwise undistinguished mini-mountain that my favorite artist Paul Cezanne made famous in his paintings. Our last overnight before crossing the Pyrenees into Spain was in Toulouse, and it was there, in its magnificent Romanesque basilica of St. Sernin, that I first felt the power of relics.

I slowly made my way counterclockwise around that great church, and in every one of its many side chapels, I found teeth, bone chips, or scraps of cloth protected behind dirty glass disks set in elaborate gilded reliquaries. And everywhere, before each reliquary, were rows of votive candles. I was pretty much alone, save for a few old women wearing scarves and dressed in black, kneeling and crossing themselves. My two Carleton friends did not share my newfound fascination with relics, and almost immediately walked out of that dark church into the sunlight of a beautiful June day.

I was absolutely enthralled, which made no sense, given that seven years earlier, at the age of thirteen, I had converted from Lutheranism to unstated atheism. I saw no reason to upset my parents, so I kept my mouth shut. But by that age, the idea of a long-haired man in a robe and sandals rising from the dead suddenly seemed ridiculous to me. So no, I didn’t think those relics could perform miracles, as I assumed the women in black did. But still, I felt that I was in the presence of something powerful.

It was around noon when I arrived at the midpoint of my little pilgrimage around the basilica. I was just behind the altar, and I saw steps going down to the crypt, where I assumed I would find at least a few bits of Saint Sernin himself. I recall a landing a few steps down, and stairs going down from there to both the left and right. I have a clear image of that landing in my head: There was a single relic in a little gold box. The label simply read: Vraie croix. Given its extraordinary treasure, I was surprised that this golden box with the True Cross was not protected behind thick glass, and that there was no guard around to keep it safe. I remember a hinged lid and a little latch at the front center, with no sign of a lock.

I looked around, as a shoplifter might, and I saw no one. So slowly, I reached forward. And the second that my extended right hand came to rest on that little golden latch, there was an enormous blast from the pipe organ in the balcony above the front door. It was a deep and powerful single cord that suddenly shattered the dead silence of the church. For the first time I understood what it meant to have your hair stand on end.



The other reason that strange ad in the discarded tabloid captured my attention was that just then, in March 1981, my current DO exhibition, Questions of Authenticity Among the Arts of Byzantium, was at the midpoint of its four-month run and getting lots of attention. It was a tiny show—just three wall cases in the corridor leading toward the legendary warm and woody Music Room, with its enormous French Renaissance fireplace and its spectacular 16th-century marble arches imported from Italy. It was in the Music Room that Nadia Boulanger premiered Igor Stravinsky’s Dumbarton Oaks Concerto in 1938, and where, six years later, the Great Powers, at the conclusion of the Dumbarton Oaks Conference, announced the formation of the United Nations. This scandalous little show in those hallowed halls got the kind of media attention that, for the staid Dumbarton Oaks, was both highly unusual and thoroughly unwanted. In the eyes of the keepers of DO’s spiritual flame, I was hanging out dirty laundry. For me, though, it was a career milestone and a triumph.

I am fascinated by relics and their power over people, but I’m even more intrigued by forgeries, and I’ve made a secondary career out of detecting them. I discovered my gift for sussing out fakes in 1968 during my first graduate seminar with the professor who would later become my thesis advisor, the formidable German émigré Kurt Weitzmann. For the first paper in his legendary seminar on medieval ivories, KW (as we called him behind his back) assigned a single work of art to each student, and as often as not, it was a fake. My assigned piece was supposedly a 10th-century Byzantine ivory jewelry box; it was then on display at the Cloisters in New York in an exhibition called Medieval Art from Private Collections.

For me, this was a case of fake at first sight. Suspecting your assigned ivory of being a fake was one thing, but proving it in class was another. I pointed out its clumsy carving, but the swisher at the buzzer was that I had discovered what the forger was using as his model. It was clear that the Byzantine jewelry box was actually a modern pastiche based mostly on a genuine box in an Italian church. But what really blew everyone away was that I found the very book the forger must have owned. Professor Weitzmann told the class that I had nailed it, and I was thrilled.

Between that faked rosette casket in 1968 and Questions of Authenticity thirteen years later, I had put my stake in the ground as the aspiring forgery sleuth among the medievalists of my generation. In 1973, I uncovered the largest group ever of faked Byzantine manuscript miniatures and icons, all painted in the 1930s in Athens, by a man named Demetrios Pelekasis. Four years later, I was asked to vet three seemingly Coptic (early Christian Egyptian) sculptures in deep storage at the Hirshhorn Museum in Washington, DC. Not only were they clearly fake, they were the tip of an iceberg of forged late-ancient sculptures—more than 150 in all—churned out in Egypt, at Sheikh Ibada, from the late 1950s into the 1960s, and funneled to the western market via a well-known Swiss dealer. Most major museums on both sides of the Atlantic have at least one of these Sheikh Ibada fakes.

I included Pelekasis and Sheikh Ibada forgeries in Questions of Authenticity, but the big scandal of the show was caused by the surprise piece in the first case: a purportedly early Byzantine marble relief showing Christ Healing the Blind Man acquired by DO in Istanbul in 1951, and prominently displayed in its galleries ever since. The buyer was the famous Harvard medievalist and former DO senior staff member Ernst Kitzinger. One of the many great German Jewish scholars to escape the grasp of Hitler, Kitzinger was not only a defining voice for all of those in my generation who were competing for recognition in the field, he was legendary for having learned Greek on a British troop ship that carried suspect German nationals to Australia to sit out the war in an internment camp. All of that, and Ernst Kitzinger wrote beautifully about medieval art in his adopted English. We all admired him, but Kitzinger, I concluded, had bought a fake—a fake that he used as a linchpin in proving his thesis that there was a renaissance of classical style in Byzantium around 400 c.e., under the Theodosian Dynasty.

Once I discovered the forger’s fatal little mistake in the piece—that damning 1 percent—it seemed obvious. What Kitzinger bought for DO appeared to be a fragment of a much larger relief sculpture. But in fact, the decorative bead border at its lower edge finished left and right with complete beads. Which means it was not a fragment at all, but a fake made to look like a fragment.

Of course, at the time, I felt that I was the one at risk in calling the work out as a forgery, since I was going toe to toe with a renowned scholar who, at twice my age, had an international reputation for connoisseurship of medieval art. Ernst Kitzinger, though, did not see it that way, and was so insulted by my accusation that he threatened to withdraw as chair of that spring’s annual DO symposium. That would have ranked at the very top of all DO scandals. We agreed to meet and discuss the matter—to agree to disagree. And we did, in a private office in the basement of DO. But before Ernst Kitzinger could utter a word in the defense of his fake, he got a gushing nosebleed, which I took to be a symptom of his agitation. Of course, our meeting was called off—and never rescheduled.



I don’t think it was an accident that just then, in March 1981, with Questions of Authenticity on view and Sacred Souvenirs in preparation for next year, that I would suddenly discover the Shroud of Turin. Inevitably, I was part of the international frenzy for the shroud, fueled by its display before more than three million pilgrims in late 1978, by Ian Wilson’s concurrent best seller, The Shroud of Turin: The Burial Shroud of Jesus Christ?, and, perhaps most of all, by the failure of the Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP) scientists, who had privileged access to the shroud after the 1978 viewing, to figure out how its image had been created. It seemed then as if nearly everyone was talking about the shroud, and many were taking seriously the possibility that it might really be the burial cloth of Jesus.






2 Too Easy?


Dumbarton Oaks moves slowly, thanks to its many revered traditions and to the enormous endowment left by its founders, the Fletchers Castoria heir, career diplomat, and voracious collector Robert Bliss and his wife, Mildred Barnes Bliss. After my four-mile walk to work, I’d go to my office on the second floor of the Bliss mansion, close the door, and then turn to the shroud. My mail sat unopened for days, because those few scholars who wrote to me hardly expected a speedy response. Dumbarton Oaks was that way in 1981 and, I suspect, is that way today; institutions as wealthy as DO can be that way. This glacial pace was meaningful to my shroud quest insofar as it allowed me to devote lots of my paid DO time to studying the shroud.

First, the Shroud of Turin presents itself as a relic—that is, as something made sacred by contact with Christ’s holy body. As its Latin root reliquia indicates, a relic is a “thing left behind” by a holy person. This can be a body part of a saint, or something the saint—or Christ or the Virgin Mary—had touched, like a piece of clothing. By extension, a reliquary is a container for a relic. Beyond an isolated reference in the Old Testament to the power of Elisha’s bones to bring a dead man back to life, and the claim in the New Testament that Saint Paul’s handkerchiefs had healing powers, the Bible is silent about relics. The authors of the Gospels, in their descriptions of the Nativity, the Passion, and the Crucifixion of Christ, pass over the objects that later became so important to Christianity: the Holy Crib, the Crown of Thorns, the Holy Nails, and the True Cross.

For the first few centuries after the death of Christ, Jerusalem was no more meaningful to a Christian than Athens was meaningful, as the historical place of the brilliant philosopher Socrates, to a Greek. Christ’s Tomb, now the focus for Christian pilgrims from around the world, was then hidden in the landfill beneath a pagan temple. It was not until the early 4th century that relics emerged as central to Christian life. Rome’s first Christian emperor, Constantine the Great, sent his mother Helena to Jerusalem in 326 c.e. in search of the most holy sites associated with Christ: the Cave of the Nativity, the Holy Sepulchre, and the site of the Ascension on the Mount of Olives. Miraculously, Helena “discovered” the sacred tomb beneath a pagan temple, and she is believed to have found Christ’s cross—the True Cross—nearby as well, which proved its authenticity by bringing a man who had just died back to life. From that point, the cult of Christian relics grew, such that by nine centuries later, around 1200, a Russian pilgrim named Antony, during his visit to the Byzantine capital of Constantinople, describes seeing more than three thousand relics in nearly one hundred different shrines.

But how about the Man of the Shroud? I knew right away that the Shroud of Turin is not a work of art in the conventional sense, nor is it a conventional relic. Rather, it belongs to a revered tradition of legendary sacred objects that are both reputed relics and iconic images, exactly the sorts of things I had been studying for my little exhibition on Byzantine pilgrimage art. These hybrid relic-icons are called in Greek acheiropoieta, which means “not made by human hands.” Their most familiar example, besides the Holy Shroud, is Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City, but that is only one of a long line of miraculously created images of Christ or the Virgin Mary, including the Veronica Veil in Rome and the Black Virgin of Czestochowa in Poland. And I already knew their stories well. The famous Black Virgin—who cradles the Christ Child in her arms—is believed to have been painted from life by Saint Luke, even though Luke is known to have arrived in Jerusalem only after the Crucifixion. Thus, the miracle. The Veronica Veil gets its name from Saint Veronica, who, by medieval tradition, is one and the same with the “Woman with the Issue of Blood,” who, according to the Gospels, was healed of her hemorrhage by touching the hem of Christ’s cloak. As the story goes, Christ’s face was miraculously imprinted on a sweat cloth pressed forward by Veronica as he stumbled on the road to Calvary.

My favorite, though, is Our Lady of Guadalupe. According to official Catholic accounts, Juan Diego, while walking from his home village to Mexico City one morning in December 1513, saw a vision of a teenage girl surrounded by light on the slope of a hill. The girl asked him to build a church on the site in her honor. Juan Diego recognized the apparition to be the Virgin Mary and went to tell his story to the Spanish bishop, who responded with skepticism. Juan Diego then returned to the hill and this time the “Lady of Heaven” was waiting for him and insisted that he pursue the bishop, who, on his second encounter with the peasant, showed more interest, asking that he secure a sign from the lady. When the Lady of Heaven heard this, she instructed Juan Diego to gather flowers from the top of the hill, even though it was winter and no flowers were in bloom. To his surprise, he found and gathered fragrant Castilian roses, which the lady herself rearranged on his outstretched peasant cloak. Juan Diego went to the bishop and, after telling his story, opened his cloak. As the flowers fell to the floor, an image of the Virgin Mary appeared in their place. Another miracle, and another sacred image not made by human hands.

Our Lady of Guadalupe was a late arrival among Christianity’s relic-icons. The story of relic-icons begins in the later 6th century in Byzantium, not long after Emperor Justinian built the great church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. It starts with an account I knew well in the diary of an anonymous pilgrim from Piacenza, in northern Italy—a diary he kept during his journey to Jerusalem and beyond, around the year 570 c.e. In Memphis, the capital of Egypt, the Piacenza pilgrim is shown a textile with a faint imprint of the face of Christ:


We saw there a piece of linen on which is a portrait of the Savior. People say he once wiped his face with it, and that the outline remained. It is venerated at various times and we also venerated it, but it was too bright for us to concentrate on it since, as you went on concentrating, it changed before your eyes.



The most famous among Christianity’s earliest images not made by human hands, though, is not that Memphis face towel, which was never mentioned again by anyone, but rather the Holy Face, or Mandylion (Greek for “towel”), of Edessa. Its fame derives from its many reputed miracles, its extensive travels, and its later misidentification in the medieval West with the Veronica Veil. The basic story evolved to its full richness in the legendary Narratio de imagine Edessena of 944 c.e., which was written by a cleric in the court of Byzantine Emperor Constantine VII to celebrate the Mandylion’s arrival in Constantinople. The Mandylion narrative, ever evolving, basically involves an exchange between Jesus and King Abgar of Edessa, in Syria. The outcome of this exchange is that Jesus sends something to the king, since he cannot visit him in person, and that thing either heals him, converts him to Christianity, or provides a guarantee that his kingdom will not fall, depending on which version of the legend you read. According to the 10th-century Narratio, King Abgar’s messenger, Ananias, was unable to make a drawing of Jesus for the king because of his divine radiance. So instead, Jesus washed his face and dried it with a towel, which miraculously retained his likeness. After the knights of the Fourth Crusade sacked Constantinople in 1204, the Mandylion likely passed, along with most of the Byzantine emperor’s enormous relic collection, from the Latin emperor of Constantinople to King Louis IX of France. It found its home in Sainte Chapelle in Paris, where it remained until the French Revolution, when it disappeared.

We do have at least a general idea of what the Mandylion looked like. From texts we know two things: that those who tried to copy the Holy Face “dulled the paint” to make their copies look old and that, at least by the time the Mandylion made it to Constantinople, the image was faint and dim, since Constantine VII needed divine help to see it. When I read this, I thought again of the Man of the Shroud and that holy face in Memphis that was so hard for the Piacenza pilgrim to see. We also know the Mandylion from its two famous copies: the San Silvestro Holy Face in the Cappella della Matilda in the Vatican and the Volto Santo (“Holy Face”) in the Church of San Bartolomeo degli Armeni in Genoa.

And there is another very important fact about the Mandylion of Edessa, namely, that it has a pre-image existence—that is, a time in the evolution of its legend when what Jesus gave King Abgar had no image at all. A Spanish noblewoman named Egeria kept a travel diary much like that of the Piacenza pilgrim, in which she describes her journey to Jerusalem around the year 380 c.e.: that is, almost exactly two centuries before the pilgrim from Italy. Egeria tells us that during her visit to Syria, she was given a replica of the “thing” that Jesus had sent to King Abgar. What she got, though, was not an image-bearing textile but rather a papyrus letter. Only much later, toward the end of the 6th century, was a towel with a miraculous image said to accompany the letter. So in other words: That category of thing to which the Shroud of Turin belongs, namely, the relic-icon, or acheiropoieton, makes its debut in Christianity in the later 6th century. This means that the Shroud of Turin, unless it behaves by its own rules, cannot date before ca. 600.



Not only does the Holy Shroud present itself as an acheiropoieton, it presents itself as a work of art—albeit an odd work of art. I say this not only because of the iconic clarity with which Christ’s dead body is displayed, with hair, hands, and blood flow all carefully arranged, and genitals discretely covered, but also because the Man of the Shroud conforms physically not to what we can conjecture of the appearance of a crucified Jewish male in Roman Palestine but rather to iconographic conventions for Christ current in the art of the Middle Ages.

So, given that, and with the assumption that the Holy Shroud does not bear witness to a miracle, it was pretty easy for me to push that earliest possible date for the shroud forward by more than half a millennium, thanks to the axiom that all art is not possible at all times and in all places. Every Art 101 student learns that artistic style changes over time—for example, in ancient Greece, from archaic to classical to Hellenistic. And that classical art in Athens looks different from classical art in Corinth. Beginners in art history also learn that iconography, the story art tells, also changes over time and from place to place, in response to the evolving beliefs and rituals to which it gives visual expression.

My little art history outline for assigning the Holy Shroud to the Middle Ages, which I developed in the first months of my research, included a survey of a few facts about the evolution of Christian iconography that, to the non-specialist, are surprising. The earliest representations of Christ in any guise date from around 250 years after the historical Jesus, and the first images of the Crucified Christ date about 200 years after that, in the 5th century, and those images show Christ with eyes wide open and no hint of pain or blood. The earliest representations of the Crucified Christ showing him with his eyes closed, his head tilted, and streams of blood, date from around 700 c.e. And the first images of Christ laid out dead after the Crucifixion—the Lamentation over the dead body of Christ in the Byzantine East, or, in the Latin West, the Anointment or Entombment of his dead body—date from the later 12th century. Just about then, around 1200, he is also depicted for the first time as what the Greeks call Christ of Utmost Humility, which shows him bust-length, upright, and dead. These last two images, finally, begin to look like the Man of the Shroud.

In the 12th century, Byzantine Easter rituals were becoming more emotional and dramatic than in the past. Unsurprisingly, this new approach to piety had its counterparts in new Passion iconography and in new relics associated with the Passion. Almost exactly contemporaneously with the earliest surviving images of the Lamentation, Emperor Emanuel I Komnenos brought the recently discovered Stone of the Anointment to Constantinople from Jerusalem and installed it in the Monastery of the Pantocrator, where it was widely venerated as a Passion relic. Now lost, this was the stone slab upon which the body of Christ was believed to have lain after the Descent from the Cross, as it was anointed in preparation for the Entombment.

In the summer of 1200, Nikolaos Mesarites, Keeper of the Palace Chapel in Constantinople, inventoried, along with a dazzling array of Passion relics, including the Crown of Thorns, a Holy Nail, and the Holy Lance, the “burial cloths of Christ… of linen still smelling of perfume.” Mesarites doesn’t say that those sheets bore an image of Christ. But from the year 1204, the diary of a French knight named Robert de Clari contains a passage that has long been believed to describe a figural Passion textile. Like a modern tourist, de Clari describes items of interest in the exotic Byzantine capital, including a cloth in the Church of the Virgin of the Blachernae, that “raised itself upright every Friday so one could see the form of our Lord.” That image of Christ, given the principles of Art 101, probably looked much like the Nerezi Lamentation from a few decades earlier, provided, of course, that it was not simply a figment of Robert de Clari’s imagination. Or, as Andrea Nicolotti has recently argued, this passage more likely references a liturgical textile with an image of the dead Christ that covered a revered icon of the Virgin and Child, and was raised each Friday to reveal “the form of our Lord” (in his mother’s arms) for veneration.

The next step in my iconographic survey is represented by a spectacular altar cloth of the early 14th century whose Christ figure is in a pose remarkably like the Man of Shroud. It is called the Belgrade Epitaphios (Greek for “sepulchral cloth”), because it is preserved in that city. Like the Shroud of Turin, this category of Byzantine liturgical textile, which first appears in this form around 1300, shows Christ full length and laid out in death, with his hands crossed over his groin area. Clearly, the Christian world was very slow to embrace the implications of the incarnation in terms of picturing Jesus in his human form, and much slower still in picturing his physical pain and suffering on the cross, and his death. And so just as clearly, the Man of the Shroud cannot, by the rules of art history, date before around 1200 and, given its close similarity to the Belgrade Epitaphios, that date is more likely around 1300.

The final iconographic ingredient in my outline of the evolving history of Christ’s Passion imagery is the bloody beating evidenced by the Man of the Shroud, which stands in sharp contrast with the nearly bloodless serenity of the Epitaphios Christ. This defining aspect of the Holy Shroud resonates with a broader “blood frenzy” that characterized Western European art from the 13th to the 15th centuries, as exemplified by a gory Andachsbild (“devotional image”) in the Cathedral of Fritzlar, Germany, from around 1350. There was increasing emphasis in Gothic art on intense suffering, especially as revealed in images of Christ beaten, crucified, and lying dead on his mother’s lap. This critical bit of iconography not only helps to firm up a date for the Holy Shroud to around 1300 but it also puts its creation in the Latin West as opposed to the Byzantine East, which never embraced that bloody aspect of Christ’s suffering.



Relics and artworks—all artifacts, like all people—have histories, and in search of the history of the Shroud of Turin, I took a deep dive into the medieval texts dealing with the shroud’s first appearance in the historical record. The key documents had been assembled, translated, and interpreted around 1900 by two great Catholic scholars: Canon Ulysse Chevalier, responsible for the monumental Répertoire des sources historiques du moyen âge, and Herbert H. C. Thurston, S.J., author of more than 150 articles in the Catholic Encyclopedia. (Their work has now been updated and the relevant texts explored in much greater depth by historian Andrea Nicolotti, in his monumental volume The Shroud of Turin: The History and Legends of the World’s Most Famous Relic.) This is what I learned: The Shroud of Turin’s story begins not in biblical times and the Holy Land but in 14th-century France. It was being displayed in the mid 1350s in a tiny wooden church in the hamlet of Lirey, just a few miles south of Troyes, which is about one hundred miles east-southeast of Paris. That church, which has since been supplanted by one in stone, was built in the early 1350s by the celebrated French knight Geoffroi de Charny. Geoffroi, who wrote The Book of Chivalry, the handbook of knightly behavior, died a hero’s death in 1356 defending his king, John II, at the disastrous Battle of Poitiers, the low point for the French in the Hundred Years’ War.

I learned that the first thirty-five years in the shroud’s history were tumultuous. Initially, in the mid-1350s, it was displayed for a short time, to great public acclaim, but then its legitimacy was challenged by the bishop of nearby Troyes and it was hidden away, out of the diocese. In the late 1380s, it reappeared in Lirey, in the possession of Geoffroi’s widow and his grown son, Geoffroi II. The shroud’s legitimacy was again challenged, this time by the successor bishop of the diocese. Finally, in January 1390, Pope Clement VII tried to put the matter to rest by issuing a bull allowing for the continuing display of the shroud in Lirey, subject to two basic conditions: that it be explicitly described as a figure or representation and not as the true burial cloth of Jesus, and that it be denied the ritual honors reserved for relics.

Now, a closer look. We know the story of the shroud between the mid-1350s and 1390 thanks to a series of tense exchanges in 1389 and 1390 involving a number of major figures in French history, with two key players: Bishop Pierre d’Arcis in Troyes (d. 1395) and Pope Clement VII in the Papal Palace in Avignon (d. 1394). Clement VII was the first antipope of the Western Schism of 1378–1417, when there were rival popes in Rome and Avignon. The key documents are that Papal bull of January 1390 (as revised in late May), and the so-called Memorandum d’Arcis, a long letter of complaint to the pope, which likely preceded that January bull by a few months and is what that bull is responding to.

The bishop’s memorandum is vivid and compelling, and it lies at the very heart of the question of the shroud’s authenticity, as it sums up the over thirty-year scandalous history of the image-bearing cloth in Lirey, and makes a recommendation for what should be done to set things right. He begins with the dramatic claim that in the mid-1350s, the dean of the Collegiate Church in Lirey:


deceitfully and wickedly, inflamed with the fire of avarice… arranged to have in his church a certain cloth… on which was portrayed in a subtle manner the doubled image of a single man… ; [the dean] falsely asserted and pretended that this was the very shroud in which our Savior Jesus Christ was enrobed in the sepulcher.…

[Bishop Henri de Poitiers] discovered the deception, and how [the image on] that cloth had been artificially portrayed. It was even proved by the artist who had portrayed it that it was made by work of a man, not miraculously wrought or bestowed.
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