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		Preface

		This book is about two of the world’s greatest mysteries. The first – which scholars long ago grew weary of debating without ever resolving – is the mystery of Easter, concerning the alleged resurrection of Jesus soon after his crucifixion. The second – which scholars have avoided discussing altogether – is that of the world’s most famous relic, the Shroud of Turin, in which Jesus is supposed to have been buried. It is my contention that these two mysteries are interconnected and that to resolve the first, we have to discuss the second.

		This is not an academic book. It can be read by anyone interested in how Christianity began or in the Shroud; no prior knowledge of either subject is assumed. My aim is to set out, as clearly as possible, a revolutionary new way of understanding the birth of Christianity. Much more could have been said at every stage of the argument, but, in the interests of clarity, discussion of all side-issues has been postponed till another time.

		Some may be concerned that, in entering the debate about Christian origins, I am trespassing on the territory of theologians and New Testament scholars. While I respect these scholars’ expertise, I believe ideas matter more than credentials, and it is surely about time more outsiders weighed into the debate. As an art historian, I can approach the problem from an entirely new angle. I am as qualified as anyone to speak about the Shroud, and it is this relic, I believe, that holds the key to solving the historical puzzle of Easter. Moreover, experience in the art of analysing visual imagery is surprisingly useful when considering those most complex of representations – the Gospels.

		My argument is bound to be controversial, since it casts fresh doubt on the reality of the Resurrection, the linchpin of traditional Christian belief. It is important to stress, therefore, that what I write is not intended in any way as an attack upon Christianity. My aim is simply to illuminate one of the most important and obscure episodes in human history. The conclusion I reach regarding the Resurrection is perfectly compatible with progressive Christian thinking and is no more sceptical, in fact, than many a Christian theologian’s. If it seems more radical, it is because it is based on study of a controversial relic, rather than a philosophical proposition.

		This book, then, is about rethinking both the Resurrection and the Shroud of Turin. The plan is straightforward. Having introduced the twin subjects of the book in Part 1, I consider the historical evidence about the Resurrection in Part 2. Then, in Part 3, I take a close look at the Shroud and the various scientific and historical arguments that surround it. In Part 4 I explain how the Shroud and the Resurrection may well be intimately related, though not in the way believers in the relic currently assume. The rest of the book is essentially a narrative, an attempt to retell the founding events of Christianity in accordance with the book’s central idea.

		By the end, I hope, Easter and the Shroud will seem a little less mysterious, the whole of history a little more marvellous.

	
		PART 1

		Introductions

	
		1
The Resurrection

		Nearly 2,000 years ago, in the reign of Emperor Tiberius, in a peripheral, troublesome province of the Roman Empire, an episode took place that would change the world more profoundly than any other event in history. A spark was struck amid the religious kindling of ancient Israel, a spark that led, within a short space of time, to a spiritual fire-storm threatening the entire Mediterranean world. Real flames soon accompanied this metaphorical fire. A generation after the Church was founded, Roman followers of ‘the light shining in the darkness’ were being turned by Nero into human torches – ‘to be ignited after dark as substitutes for daylight’, as Tacitus coolly informs us.1 Three centuries later, following Emperor Constantine’s adoption of Christianity as the state religion in AD 325, the flames were being lit by
			Christians themselves, as bishops and their mobs set about razing pagan temples and sanctuaries, including the famous library of Alexandria, the greatest centre of learning in the ancient world. From the end of the fourth century on, the triumph of the Church was assured. In Europe, it has taken the best part of two millennia for this religious inferno to die down; elsewhere, notably in Africa and America, it is still blazing.

		What, then, was the spark? What ignited Christianity? This is surely one of the most important historical questions we can ask. Yet the answer is still radically uncertain. We can be confident that it had something to do with a Jewish man called Jesus, who was executed as a revolutionary leader by the prefect of Judaea, Pontius Pilate, around AD 30. But how this relatively obscure individual, whose activities are not mentioned in a single contemporary source,2 came to have such an extraordinary posthumous career is a historical mystery of truly epic proportions. It is this mystery that I here set out to solve.

		Christians themselves have always explained the origin of their religion via a divine mystery, the Resurrection, by which is meant (roughly speaking) God’s miraculous restoration of Jesus to new life after a brief spell among the dead.

		In the ‘Acts of the Apostles’, the legendary history of the early Church contained in the New Testament, the Risen Jesus appears to his disciples forty days after Easter (the occasion of his Resurrection) and tells them of their preordained mission: ‘you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judaea and Samaria and to the end of the earth’.3 And we then read how the eleven remaining disciples elected a replacement for the treacherous Judas to become with them ‘a witness to his resurrection’ and how Peter gave a great speech to the assembled crowd on the day of Pentecost, climaxing with the words: ‘This Jesus God raised up, and of that we are all witnesses.’4 Whatever
			Jesus did or said before his death, Acts is clear that the early Church was dedicated, above all, to proclaiming his Resurrection.

		The book of Acts is not a particularly reliable source, but in this respect, at least, it is perfectly historical. Testimony to the Resurrection is at the heart of the earliest Christian writings we possess: the letters (or epistles) of the apostle Paul. These were all written in the 50s, half a century or so before Acts. Famously, Paul nowhere shows the slightest interest in the life and career of Jesus. Instead, he is fixated on the death and Resurrection of the man he exultantly calls ‘the Lord’. He even states that the Resurrection is at the heart of everything he preaches: ‘if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain’.5 Paul’s focus on the Resurrection is sometimes considered eccentric, but it agrees with the picture presented in Acts, and the same focus is evident in the Church
			creeds he recites. The opening of Paul’s letter to the Romans, for instance, proclaims that Jesus was ‘designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead’.6 This creedal statement, which must have been devised within a quarter of a century of Jesus’ death, testifies to the pivotal significance of the Resurrection in earliest Christian thought.

		The doctrine of the Resurrection, then, goes back to the very foundation of the Church and has always been considered central to the Christian faith. Asking what sparked Christianity, therefore, is equivalent to asking what caused belief in the Resurrection. The questions are the same, because the Church was founded, after the death of Jesus, on belief in the Risen Christ. Had nothing happened at Easter, Jesus’ bereaved, disillusioned followers would never have been inspired to launch a religious movement in his name.

		It would help, of course, if we could say for certain what the first Christians understood by the concept of resurrection – especially those who claimed (as did Paul) to have seen the Risen Jesus. As yet, scholars have been unable to agree on this issue, mainly because it is inextricably linked to the contentious interpretation of the Resurrection itself. Did the apostles think that Jesus had been revivified in his flesh-and-blood body? Did they think that he had assumed a purely spiritual existence in heaven? Or did they, perhaps, just use the language of resurrection to express a feeling or conviction about his continued ‘presence’ among them? All three possibilities (and others) are currently entertained by New Testament researchers, reflecting a variety of religious and anti-religious attitudes.

		What is not in doubt is that, by the end of the first century, many Christians understood the Resurrection in physical terms: Jesus’ mortal body was put back on its feet and exited the grave. This ‘flesh-and-blood’ interpretation conditions the way the Resurrection is narrated in the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), texts generally reckoned to have been written sometime between 70 and 100 by anonymous second- or third-generation Christians. As described in the Gospels, the Resurrection of Jesus was demonstrated by three phenomena: an empty tomb, implying the revivification of the body that was buried; an angelic witness (or witnesses) at the tomb; and various appearances of the Risen Jesus to his close followers, during which he ate and was touched (in addition, apparently, to passing through solid walls and vanishing into thin air).

		If the flesh-and-blood interpretation of the Resurrection was not already dominant when the Gospels were written, it certainly became so in the period following their distribution. By the end of the second century the Gospels were well on the way to becoming canonical and their fleshly portrayal of the Resurrection was claimed as the traditional Christian view. From then on, all other interpretations were deemed heretical by the self-appointed leaders of the ‘universal’ (catholic) Church, the powerful bishops who led congregations in the major centres of early Christianity.

		The traditional notion of a flesh-and-blood resurrection remained unquestioned in Christendom for more than a millennium and a half. In retrospect, it is rather astonishing that such an improbable dogma could have dominated the minds of so many for such a long time. It stands as testimony to the imperialistic power of the Church and its sustained stranglehold on intellectual endeavour, a grip that only began to loosen during the period of the Renaissance and the Reformation. Even then, it was another 200 years before religious sceptics began to challenge the very basis of Christian faith, reviving voices that had been silenced since antiquity.

		Disbelief in the Resurrection goes back to the time when it was first proclaimed on the streets of Jerusalem. Some first-century Jews regarded the whole idea of resurrection as wrong-headed; others accepted it in principle, but were not convinced that Jesus had been raised from the dead. According to Matthew, even some of the disciples had doubts about the Resurrection.7 Matthew also furnishes us with evidence of the first alternative explanation for the claimed emptiness of the tomb. Apparently, at the time Matthew was composed there were Jews who said that Jesus’ disciples had stolen his body away by night.8 On this view, Christianity was founded on a fraud.

		Gentiles (non-Jews), too, were generally sceptical of the idea that someone could come back from the dead, and many an ancient writer derided the Christian notion of resurrection. Most notable was Porphyry, a philosopher of the third century, who wrote a lost fifteen-volume refutation of Christianity, deriding the Gospel evidence and ridiculing the idea of the Resurrection.9 Similarly, in The True Doctrine, a work of the late second century, a philosopher named Celsus poured scorn on the ‘nauseating and impossible’ concept of resurrection, asking ‘what sort of a body is it that could return to its original nature or become the same as it was before it rotted away?’10 Tertullian, a contemporary Christian apologist, disarmed such rational objections by
			simply asserting, ‘the fact is certain, because it is impossible’.11 Needless to say, Tertullian’s heirs made sure that the works of Celsus and Porphyry perished in the pious book-burnings of the fourth and fifth centuries. We know about their arguments only because confident Christian authors quoted them extensively in order to refute them.12

		Once Christianity was established as the Roman state religion, the Gospels and Acts were enshrined in the New Testament as Holy Scripture, and it became dangerous, as a subject of Rome, to question their version of events. The sea of faith gradually swamped the empire, and the spirit of rational inquiry was washed away.

		It was not until the eighteenth-century Enlightenment that the tide began to turn. Inspired by the scientific revolution, philosophers began, once again, to pour cold water on the Christian faith in miracles, a faith that ran counter to their own passionate belief in a rational universe. At the same time, Enlightenment historians reinvented their subject as a ‘human science’; that is to say, history became a discipline dedicated to explaining the civilized past purely in terms of human behaviour, attempting to discover laws of human nature and eschewing any notion of Providence or divine intervention. Gradually, God was marginalized in academic discussion and by the end of the nineteenth century was confined to theology departments.13 In this new climate the traditional Christian story of the birth of the Church – the story told
			in Acts of a mission launched by the Risen Christ – no longer carried conviction. Belief in the Resurrection, the most egregious miracle of all, began to seem increasingly implausible.

		But this meant that rationalists had to explain the birth of the Church some other way. They were left, as it were, with a Resurrection-shaped hole in history.

		How could this hole be filled? One of the first writers to take up the challenge was the eighteenth-century philosopher and linguist Hermann Samuel Reimarus, who took his cue from the Jewish rumour reported in Matthew, that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body from its tomb. Reimarus argued that, enamoured of the leisurely lifestyle they had enjoyed while helping Jesus spread his gospel and unwilling to lose their status as wise and holy men, the disciples concocted a cynical plot to relaunch their preaching careers by staging the empty tomb and claiming that Jesus had appeared to them in a resurrected form.14 Few were convinced by this irreverent theory, which was published posthumously and anonymously to protect the author’s reputation, but the genie of speculation was now out of the bottle. Reimarus had reinvented Easter as an ordinary
			historical episode that could be investigated and debated, like any other event of the past, using the methods and assumptions of academic history.

		Rationalists soon developed another theory to fill the hole. Instead of being resurrected, they argued, Jesus had merely been resuscitated: he had lost consciousness on the cross, had revived (with or without help) in the cool of the tomb-chamber, left the tomb secretly and then been reunited briefly with his disciples.15 Several different versions of this ‘swoon theory’ were proposed, but in 1865 it was dealt a devastating blow by David Friedrich Strauss, who famously pointed out that ‘a being who had stolen half-dead out of the sepulchre, who crept about weak and ill, wanting medical treatment, who required bandaging, strengthening and indulgence, and who still, at last, yielded to his sufferings’ could hardly have given his disciples ‘the impression that he was a Conqueror over death and the grave, the Prince of
			Life’.16 Strauss, though, was no conservative. He dismissed the empty tomb as an unhistorical legend and interpreted the appearances as a series of ‘subjective visions’ (hallucinations) induced in the minds of the disciples by their intense grief at the death of Jesus. The disciples were not charlatans or fools, in Strauss’s view, but naive visionaries, an idea that soon became popular with rationalists.17

		Though the hallucination theory was open to numerous objections, Strauss’s argument forced more conservative theologians – those unwilling to abandon the notion of divine intervention – to rethink Easter for themselves. A new interpretation that had (and has) a strong appeal for many was that, rather than being mere hallucinations, the Resurrection appearances were ‘objective visions’, i.e. real, mental perceptions of the spiritually resurrected Jesus. This theory was popularized by Theodor Keim in a book published in 1872, in which he likened the appearances to a series of ‘telegrams’ sent from heaven.18 The analogy proved persuasive. Although it involved abandoning the idea that Jesus rose physically, leaving behind an empty tomb, Keim’s theory seemed to rescue the Resurrection from Godless psychologism.

		By the end of the nineteenth century, then, the traditional Christian view of the Resurrection had been overturned. Rationalists and conservatives alike were reinterpreting Easter as a series of visions – either illusory or real – and relegating the empty tomb to the netherworld of pious legend. Having cast aside the ecclesiastical myth, scholars seemed poised to reveal the historical truth of the Resurrection. But the revelation never came.

		Over the course of the last 150 years the failure to solve the ‘Resurrection problem’ has become chronic. Innumerable scholars have followed in the footsteps of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century pioneers, proposing many weird and wonderful ways of understanding the birth of Christianity, but there are major difficulties with every solution so far proposed, and none is generally accepted. Confounding the intellectual optimism of the Enlightenment, the secret of the Resurrection has turned out to be as elusive as the Snark, the mysterious quarry in Lewis Carroll’s glorious nonsense poem. There seems to be something about the episode that defies common sense.

		It would help if there was agreement about some of the basic facts to be explained, but, such is the depth of the problem, not a single point is uncontested. After all these years, there is no consensus as to whether the tomb was found empty or not, whether the disciples saw anything or not, even whether anything happened or not. Different scholars see significance in different elements of the New Testament tradition and dismiss different reports as nothing but myths. Some think that the tomb really was found empty but theorize that the Romans or Jewish leaders removed the body surreptitiously, in order to prevent it becoming the focus of a martyr-cult;19 others, reckoning the accounts of the empty tomb to be fictitious, regard such speculation as misguided and irrelevant. Some say that the appearances were meetings with Jesus or someone who
			looked like him – perhaps his twin brother; others say they were just illusory sensations brought on by grief, disappointment or post-hypnotic suggestion.

		The result is that now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, in addition to the ‘fraud theory’, ‘swoon theory’, ‘subjective vision theory’ and ‘objective vision theory’, all of which are still on the table, we have to reckon with the ‘cognitive dissonance theory’, the ‘mistaken identity theory’, the ‘body-snatching theory’, the ‘bereavement experience theory’, and various others.20 This extraordinary scholarly confusion regarding the most influential episode in world history is unnerving, to say the least.

		One response to this situation has been to deny that the Resurrection has any basis in history whatsoever, that the Church was not ‘born’ in response to anything that happened after the death of Jesus but began as a widespread and complex social movement, with various groups of ‘Jesus-people’ gradually coalescing and developing their beliefs from both Jewish and pagan roots. The Resurrection, these scholars say, was an idea derived from ancient myths of dying and rising gods (Osiris, Attis, Adonis and Tammuz), an idea appropriated by the early Christians to help explain the origin of their new religious community.21 The problem of Christian origins is thus transferred from the realm of events to the realm of ideas: there is no historical hole to be filled, just intellectual rubble to be cleared away.

		This ‘mythicist’ approach has its merits. Apart from anything else, it forces us to clarify the nature of the historical mystery that confronts us. What, precisely, is in need of explanation? How can we be sure that something happened to kick-start the Church and that it didn’t just gradually evolve? How do we know that the Resurrection did not originate as a pure myth, later transposed onto history by the Gospel writers? It is important to ask these questions, to be sure that we are dealing with a real historical problem, not just an illusion produced by the literary activity of a few early Christians. Ultimately, though, the argument is unconvincing. Jesus cannot be completely erased from history, and a range of historical evidence points to something extraordinary having happened in the wake of his death. The Resurrection-shaped hole in history cannot simply be dismissed as a mirage.

		Several centuries ago, Enlightenment rationalists challenged traditionalists to a debate about the Resurrection, a debate right at the heart of the contest between faith and reason. They could never have anticipated how long, complex and inconclusive the debate would turn out to be. As the influence of Christianity declined in the later nineteenth century, rationalists lost interest in the topic, inscrutable as it was, and theologians were left to please themselves. The great debate became an academic sideshow.

		This wouldn’t matter if the Resurrection was just another miracle-story, like the stilling of the storm on the Sea of Galilee or the healing of the blind Bartimaeus. But it is far more than that: it is an issue of fundamental importance, both historical and religious. Unsure of what happened at Easter, Christianity lacks its own birth certificate. It is as if modern Americans were unsure of how European settlers had first arrived in the New World or as if physical anthropologists had no idea how or where human beings evolved. And because Christianity has been so extraordinarily influential throughout the last two millennia, the whole of the modern world shares, to a significant extent, in its identity crisis. As long as the events of Easter remain obscure, we will not know how the Christian era – the Common Era – came to be. The birth of Christianity is a marginal issue for no one.

		Nevertheless, the collective failure to understand the Resurrection goes largely unnoticed and unacknowledged. Historians have grown so accustomed to ignoring the Resurrection problem – and the whole question of Christian origins – that they rarely attempt to investigate it for themselves.22 Instead they pass the buck to theologians and the specialized guild of New Testament scholars (whose work is all too often theologically motivated).

		Ironically, many liberal theologians of the last century have appeared almost as sceptical about Easter as the mythicists. For one reason or another they have declined to speculate about the historical cause of the Resurrection belief or have argued that it arose in the absence of any special event.23 These sophisticates are opposed by others who insist, even now, on the reality of the flesh-and-blood Resurrection. This traditional doctrine is still espoused by vast numbers of Christians and is increasingly championed by conservative theologians.24 This trend has more to do with the successful institutionalization of evangelical scholarship and post-modern open-mindedness than with the inherent worth of the idea itself, but it serves as a potent reminder that mainstream historians have
			not yet managed to account for Easter.

		The weightiest recent work on the founding event of Christianity is a spirited defence of the traditional doctrine by an Anglican bishop, Tom Wright, who makes hay out of the ongoing failure of secularists to come up with a convincing theory of their own. Wright recognizes the possibility that someone might one day ‘come up with the sceptical critic’s dream’, an entirely naturalistic explanation for the genesis of Christianity which ‘causes no fluttering in the critical dovecotes’. But he takes comfort from the thought that, ‘despite the somewhat desperate attempts of many scholars over the last 200 years (not to mention critics since at least Celsus), no such explanation has been found’.25 It is a striking thought – critics have been seeking a rational explanation for the Resurrection almost as long
			as Christians have been awaiting the Second Coming.

		Emboldened, Wright issues historians with a challenge: ‘what alternative account can be offered which will explain the data just as well, which can provide an alternative sufficient explanation for all the evidence and so challenge the right of the bodily resurrection to be regarded as the necessary one?’26 Nearly a decade on, the gauntlet remains untouched.27 The current attitude of historians is typified by Charles Freeman, who concedes pessimistically, ‘It is probable that no “alternative account which will explain the data for all the evidence” can ever be offered.’28 Reimarus might as well never have taken up his pen.

		We are at an impasse: ‘human science’ is unable to show the way forward; traditional faith can only point backwards. How can we extricate ourselves from this centuries-old dilemma? The only way is to try a new approach, one unfettered by the usual modes of historical and theological thought. I believe that there really is a way to understand the Resurrection rationally, a way that enables us to reconstruct the events of Easter in remarkable detail, transforming it from a historical blank into one of the most thoroughly knowable episodes of ancient history. But it is not a way that will avoid fluttering in the critical dovecotes. For it means taking seriously an object that has long been banished to the outermost fringes of academic debate. That object is the Shroud of Turin.

	
		2
The Shroud of Turin

		The Shroud of Turin is a large linen cloth imbued with a mysterious image of a tortured, crucified man. According to tradition, it was used, along with other cloths, to wrap the dead body of Jesus, and its image, so believers say, is a miraculous imprint of the crucified Lord. Still cherished by many Catholics as one of the holiest relics of Christianity, the Shroud is regarded by nearly everyone else as a medieval fake, largely on the basis of a carbon-dating test carried out in 1988. Sacred and contentious in equal measure, the relic is exhibited very rarely and is generally kept locked away in a shrine in the Royal Chapel of Turin Cathedral, where it has been housed since the seventeenth century.1 There it rests, like a lethargic ghost, occasionally disturbing the intellectual complacency of the modern world, but, for the most part, unseen, discredited and
			ignored.

		Most people have at least heard of the Shroud and are vaguely aware that it bears what appears to be an imprint of a man’s face, an image reproduced around the world as the true face of Christ. Fewer realize the full extent of the image. The cloth is over 14 feet long and is marked not just with a face but with two complete impressions, front and back, of a man’s flogged and crucified body (Figure 1). Of the two figures, it is the frontal one, inevitably, that grabs the attention (Figure 2). Here we see the well-known face, a bearded mask housing a pair of glowing, owlish eyes, the hair and forehead flecked with blood (Figure 3). The body appears physically robust. A major wound is visible below the chest on the right-hand side, which seems to match the report that, as Jesus hung on the cross, a soldier
			pierced his side with a spear. Lower down, rivulets of blood traverse the forearms, stemming apparently from nail wounds in the wrists, only one of which can be seen. The arms are crossed. The rather spindly hands are placed decorously over the groin. The whole figure is clearly legible, except for the feet, which disappear into bloodstained nothingness.

		Relatively misshapen and formless, the dorsal figure is perhaps even more expressive of physical torment (Figure 4). The marks of the scourge are seen more clearly here, covering every part of the body from the shoulders to the calves. The scalp is ringed by minor blood flows, recalling the crown of thorns. The feet, which appear to overlap, bear the bloody traces of nail wounds. The most peculiar features are two messy pools of watery blood, which run into each other across the small of the back (Figure 5). These bring to mind John’s strange report that, when the soldier thrust his spear into Jesus’ side, ‘there came out blood and water’.2

		Though clearly discernible, the figures are extremely faint and are not now the most prominent marks visible on the sheet. Framing them is a set of large burn marks, holes and scorches, strung out along two parallel lines. This damage occurred in the sixteenth century, when the relic was caught in a devastating fire. It was rescued just as its silver casket began to melt and drip onto the cloth within.3 Along the same lines is another smaller set of burn marks, known as the ‘poker-holes’, made on an earlier occasion: four clusters of holes, each resembling a knight’s move in chess (Figure 6). A set of diamond-shaped water stains mark the cloth as well, visible most clearly around the knees of the frontal figure. All these stains, holes and markings are symmetrical, having been made when the cloth was
			folded (in different ways on different occasions).

		Otherwise, the cloth is in reasonably good condition, although it shows its age in its colour: originally it would have been bleached pure white, but the gradual oxidization of the linen fibres has caused it to darken, so that it now has the colour of old ivory.4

		Could this extraordinary artefact really be the burial cloth of Jesus?

		The very idea strikes most people as preposterous, an offence to common sense. The Shroud is generally lumped in with silly-season subjects such as Atlantis, yetis and UFOs. Among scholars, the Shroud is perceived as the plaything of ‘pseudo-historians’ who play fast and loose with historical reality, exploiting the gullibility of certain sections of the reading public with imaginative accounts of Templar plots, Masonic secrets and Holy Bloodlines. Yet, unlike such Grail-oriented conspiracies (and Atlantis, yetis and UFOs), the Shroud very definitely exists. Peculiar it may be, but it is a real phenomenon and demands explanation – not glib dismissal.

		There is nothing inherently improbable in the idea of a shroud surviving from first-century Palestine. Plenty of ancient shrouds still exist, including numerous examples from Egypt, Palestine’s southern neighbour (e.g. Figures 7 and 8). None of these examples, however, bears an image anything like the haunting figures emblazoned across the Shroud of Turin. It is its image that makes the Shroud seem so incredible. It corresponds to no other image, artificial or natural, currently known. Despite decades of trying, no modern experimenter has yet been able to reproduce it; despite decades of investigation, no scientist has been able to say conclusively how it was created.5 The Shroud is a complete anomaly. That does not make it miraculous, but it does make it very
			difficult to understand.

		Indeed, the Shroud is as difficult to understand, in its way, as the Resurrection. This should give us pause for thought, for it points to a remarkable coincidence. However we are inclined to view it, the Shroud can surely claim to be one of the most puzzling artefacts in the world, and it is linked, via the burial of Jesus, which it represents, to the most puzzling episode in human history, the Resurrection. Two supremely inscrutable subjects, both associated, either directly or indirectly, with the same historical incident: there is something uncanny about this, something that hints at an unrealized connection. Conventional wisdom, mindful of the need to separate science and religion, demands that the Shroud and the Resurrection be treated as separate issues. But deciding, on principle, to deny any relation between them is hardly rational. As twin mysteries, they could well have a bearing on each other. It may be that the Shroud
			and the Resurrection remain mysterious precisely because they have been kept apart.

		To understand why the issue of the Shroud has, until now, been divorced from that of the Resurrection, we need to trace the history of the relic since the Middle Ages and follow the twists and turns in its perception over the course of the last six and a half centuries. The divorce, we will discover, was neither accidental nor inevitable, but the result of historical contingencies and fears about what the marriage might mean.

		The Shroud made its European debut, as it were, in the mid fourteenth century in the village of Lirey, near the city of Troyes in north-eastern France.6 In the early 1350s the lord of Lirey, a poor but prominent knight called Geoffrey I de Charny, founded a church in the village, a modest foundation which he soon adorned with an astonishing treasure – the Shroud. This relic, which, if authentic, would have outshone any other in Christendom, was exhibited in the Lirey church c.1355–6, attracting hordes of pilgrims. A badge worn by one of them provides an invaluable record of the cloth’s fourteenth-century display (Figure 9).

		Contemporary documents indicate that the cult was approved by a council of bishops at the papal court and by the bishop of Troyes, Henry of Poitiers. According to a later report, however, the exhibition of the Shroud was considered a scandal by Bishop Henry, who inquired into its origin and pronounced it to be a painted forgery. It is difficult to know what to make of these contradictory signals. But whatever happened between the local bishop and the custodians of the Shroud, the public displays soon ceased, and the cloth was returned to Geoffrey’s widow, Jeanne de Vergy, Geoffrey having died heroically at the battle of Poitiers in 1356.7

		It was over thirty years before the Shroud was exhibited in Lirey again. After Geoffrey I’s death, his son, Geoffrey II, became lord of Lirey, and in 1389 he decided that the time had come to try to revive the cult. He was vigorously opposed by the new bishop of Troyes, a man named Pierre d’Arcis, who was convinced that his predecessor, Henry of Poitiers, had proven it to be ‘a work of human skill and not miraculously wrought or bestowed’ – in other words, a damnable fraud.8 Having tried unsuccessfully to ban the display himself, he appealed for support to both the king of France and the Pope. A high-level diplomatic tussle ensued, Geoffrey II de Charny making representations of his own, and in 1390 the Pope, Clement VII, issued his verdict: the custodians of the Shroud were allowed to continue with the exhibitions, as long as they
			referred to it and treated it as a figure or representation of Christ’s burial cloth, not a true relic; and d’Arcis was forbidden ever to raise the topic again on pain of excommunication. With this strangely ambivalent ruling, the fourteenth-century controversy was closed.

		For the next three decades or so the Shroud was kept in the treasury of the church at Lirey, in a casket bearing the de Charny coat of arms. Presumably, it continued to be exhibited occasionally, but, given the conditions attached to its display, it cannot have drawn much interest. Then, in 1418, when the village was threatened by English marauders, the dean and canons of the church decided to hand over the Shroud for safe keeping to Humbert de Villersexel, husband of Geoffrey II de Charny’s daughter, Margaret. It was a costly mistake: the Shroud would never be seen in Lirey again. Twenty years after becoming its temporary guardian, Humbert died, leaving the relic in the possession of his widow. If the Lirey canons thought they would now be able to reclaim the cloth, they were sorely mistaken. Having regained her family heirloom, Margaret was determined not to relinquish it. From 1443 until 1459, the year before her death,
			she was engaged in a constant legal battle with the Lirey canons and was even briefly excommunicated for her refusal to return the cloth. Eventually, her prosecutors agreed to accept compensation for their loss. By then Margaret was no longer the Shroud’s possessor. It seems that, childless and growing old, she resolved to seek out an heir able to promote the cause of her precious relic and give it a suitable home. Her choice fell on Duke Louis I of Savoy, whose family would own the Shroud for the next 530 years.

		The gift was apparently made in 1453. In March of that year Margaret received from Duke Louis a castle and the income from one of his estates in return for ‘valuable services’, which can only refer to the gift of the Shroud. The first official record of Savoy ownership of the cloth dates from 1464, when Duke Louis made a settlement of his own with the Lirey canons. The Savoys’ devotion to the Shroud is beautifully illustrated in a miniature of the ‘Man of Sorrows’ decorating a famous manuscript known as the Très Riches Heures (Figure 10). The picture shows Duke Louis’s grandson, Charles I, and his wife, Blanche, praying before a gently swaying figure of Christ, whose wounded body clearly reflects the Shroud’s image.9

		Was Margaret de Charny able to tell Louis something of the origin of the relic, something that convinced him and his family that it was more than just a cleverly painted copy? All we know for sure is that the Shroud’s new owners regarded it as the real thing, and from the 1460s onwards high-ranking ecclesiastics concurred.10

		During the latter half of the fifteenth century the Shroud accompanied the Savoys on their travels around the duchy. In 1502 it was decided to house the relic permanently in the Holy Chapel at Chambéry, the Savoys’ capital in southern France. Placed in a silver casket in a niche behind the high altar of the chapel, the newly enshrined relic began, for the first time, to acquire an international reputation. Four years later Pope Julius II instituted the Feast of the Holy Shroud, to be celebrated locally every 4 May, and by 1516 the cult was well enough established for King Francis I of France to visit Chambéry as a pilgrim. The first full-length copy of the Shroud was painted in the same year (Figure 11).

		Then, in 1532, disaster struck. A fire caught hold in the Holy Chapel and, having consumed the rich furnishings round about, threatened to destroy the precious relic as well. By the time a blacksmith managed to prise away its protective grille, the silver casket had begun to melt and liquid metal had dropped onto the folded Shroud within. Fortunately, the fire was doused before the damage spread too far, but the cloth was now badly disfigured by burns.11 After the fire, the Shroud was patched and relined by local nuns, and then, during a period of war with the French, it resumed its travels. It was displayed in Turin for the first time on 4 May 1535, but it was not until 1578, following a return to Chambéry, that the Shroud was permanently transferred to the Italian city.

		Installed as a palladium – a divine protector – in the new capital of the Savoy domains, vaunted as the talisman of one of the most powerful families in Europe, the Shroud now embarked on the most glittering phase of its chequered career. When it was held aloft in Turin’s Piazza del Castello on 12 October 1578, 40,000 people were there to witness the spectacle, including bishops, archbishops and cardinals. Over the course of the next century the Shroud was exhibited in public sixteen times, often to celebrate a royal marriage or to give thanks for the passing of a plague. It was made the subject of numerous copies and commemorative prints, disseminating its image throughout the Catholic world (e.g. Figure 12). In the seventeenth century the Shroud was more visible and more venerated than ever before. In 1694 it was transferred from Turin Cathedral’s presbytery,
			where it had been kept for over a century, into the splendid new Chapel of the Holy Shroud, in between the cathedral and the Ducal Palace.12 It has remained there ever since, bar removal for temporary exhibitions, restoration programmes and a six-year interlude during the Second World War, when it was transferred to a monastery near Naples.

		During the Counter-Reformation, when Catholics were at war – physically and intellectually – with Protestant ‘heretics’, the Shroud was considered a fit subject for Catholic scholarship. Alfonso Paleotto, Archbishop of Bologna, wrote a lengthy treatise on it in 1598. He was followed by Jean-Jacques Chifflet, who published a history of Christ’s burial-linens in 1624. Chifflet did not regard the Shroud as a shroud per se, but as a cloth used to enfold Christ’s body at the base of the cross and transport it to the tomb (cf. Figure 13), other cloths having been used for the actual entombment.13 He interpreted the image, as did others, as a sort of miraculous stain produced by the body’s blood and sweat before it was cleaned and anointed for burial – that is, as an image of the dead Christ, not
			the Risen Christ. This may help explain why, when the debate about the Resurrection kicked off in the eighteenth century, no Catholic thought to adduce the Shroud as evidence of a miracle occurring in Christ’s tomb.

		It would not have availed them much if they had. The cult of relics was by then in decline, and the Shroud was beginning to lose its intellectual respectability, even among Catholics. The chief problem was its dubious provenance: no one knew where it had come from. During the Counter-Reformation this problem could be ignored; the cloth was felt to stand as ‘testimony to its own authenticity’, as one observer put it.14 As the Enlightenment took hold, however, doubts about the Shroud – as about relics in general – began to increase. It was still exhibited fairly regularly (nine times in the eighteenth century), and its appeal to the faithful remained strong, but as an object of scholarly interest it was now decidedly suspect. There was no particular reason to think that it was anything more than a clever forgery, one of the many false relics
			cluttering the altars of the Catholic Church. So, when German scholars began to debate the issue of the Resurrection, they naturally left it out of account. Images and artefacts were not widely used as historical sources at that time, in any case, and nothing would have been gained by citing the evidence of a dubious, distant relic that few had ever seen.

		In Turin the Shroud was still honoured, and continued to be exhibited on great occasions, such as a royal marriage or the visit of a pope. Even locally, though, interest in the relic gradually diminished. As the Savoys pursued their dream of ruling a unified Italy, a dream finally realized in 1861, their faithful talisman, which had served the family for so long, went into semi-retirement. In over fifty years it was displayed in public only once. Like an aged cleric living out his days in quiet seclusion, the Shroud belonged, so it must have seemed, to the theological past.

		Aged clerics, though, can sometimes surprise. In 1898, during a rare display to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the Italian Constitution, the Shroud revealed a hidden aspect of itself that propelled it to worldwide attention – and continues to fascinate us still. The means by which its secret was revealed was that quintessentially modern technology: photography.

		Initially, the Shroud’s owner, King Umberto I, was reluctant to have the cloth photographed, concerned that it might somehow be inappropriate. Recognizing, though, that it would be useful to have an exact record of the relic’s appearance, he eventually agreed to the idea. The photographer chosen for the task was an experienced amateur called Secondo Pia (Figure 14).15 On 25 May Pia installed his camera and some newfangled electric lights on a specially built platform in front of the high altar, where the Shroud was hung, and attempted to take a couple of exposures. Unfortunately, he was hampered by technical difficulties and time constraints, and he managed only one exposure, which was unsuccessful. On the evening of 28 May he returned to the cathedral and tried again. This time his equipment worked
			perfectly. Having exposed four photographic plates, he returned to his studio around midnight and began the process of developing them.

		What Pia saw that night in his darkroom astounded him. For, as the image on the negative plate took shape before his eyes, he found himself staring not at a confusing array of lights and darks, the usual effect of a photographic negative, but at a coherent likeness of a crucified man. Instead of the flat, enigmatic image seen on the cloth, the negative plate gave the impression of a substantial figure emerging from the background, a figure that looked like a real human body lit from in front (cf. Figure 15). Instead of the glaring mask of the Shroud, the negative revealed a remarkably convincing, three-dimensional image of man’s face, his eyelids closed (cf. Figure 16). It was as if the Shroud itself was a photographic negative that could be developed into a breathtaking, positive image of the crucified Jesus.

		‘Shut up in my darkroom,’ Pia later recalled, ‘all intent on my work, I experienced a very strong emotion when, during the development, I saw for the first time the Holy Face appear on the plate, with such clarity that I was dumbfounded by it.’16

		Pia’s photographs ignited the modern debate about the Shroud. As soon as the Italian and international press began publishing them, they caused a sensation. Some hailed the image as a miracle; others denounced it as a fraud. While many marvelled, most were wary of putting any faith in photographs of a strange, undocumented relic. Atheists, in particular, were aghast at the thought that modern science might have revealed a miraculous portrait of Christ. Some even accused Pia of deception. Emotions ran high, because the religious significance of the image seemed so profound.

		Surprisingly, the chief spokesman for the opposition came from the ranks of the Catholic Church. In the years immediately following Pia’s discovery Canon Ulysse Chevalier wrote a series of pamphlets on the Shroud and its medieval history, in which he published and interpreted numerous documents relating to the Shroud’s adventures in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. On the basis of Clement VII’s 1390 judgement, that the Shroud could be exhibited only as a ‘figure or representation’ of Christ’s burial cloth, Chevalier concluded that it could not be a genuine relic and that it must have been ‘cunningly painted’, as Bishop Henry of Poitiers had supposedly discovered.17 This was the conclusion the academic establishment desired, and he was duly rewarded with a gold medal by the Académie des Inscriptions et
			Belles-lettres.18

		To this day Chevalier’s opinion underpins the presumption that the Shroud is a fake, even though, as we shall see, the idea that it is a painting has long been disproved.

		For most the matter was now settled, but one man was not so easily persuaded. Yves Delage was a distinguished scientist at the Sorbonne, a zoologist and biologist with a particular interest in the topic of evolution. He was an avowed agnostic, both before and after his involvement with the Shroud. Viewing the image as an experienced anatomist, he was impressed by its extraordinarily lifelike quality – far more so than by Chevalier’s historical arguments. In 1900 he showed Pia’s photographs to a young, inquisitive and indefatigable assistant, Paul Vignon, who immediately embarked on a scientific investigation of the image. Delage oversaw Vignon’s work and agreed with him that the evidence was in favour of authenticity. In April 1902 the Sorbonne professor presented a paper on the Shroud to the French Academy of Sciences in Paris, in which he argued that its image was medically accurate, that it
			could not be a painting and that it was probably a ‘vaporograph’ (an image caused by gas). He concluded, on scientific and historical grounds, that the relic was probably authentic, that it was indeed the winding sheet of Jesus.19

		Although Delage made it clear that he did not regard Jesus as the resurrected Son of God, his paper upset the atheist members of the Academy, including its secretary, Marcellin Berthelot, who prevented its full publication in the Academy’s bulletin.20 This act of scientific censorship marks the beginning of the academic refusal even to discuss the origin of the Shroud, a refusal that continues to this day. Refusing, for his part, to be silenced, Delage published his arguments the next month in a letter to the editor of the Revue scientifique, commenting on his paper and the hostile reaction it provoked as follows:

		
			I willingly recognize that none of the arguments given … offer the features of an irrefutable demonstration; but it must be recognized that together they constitute an imposing bundle of probabilities, some of which are very near being proofs … If they have not been received by certain people as they should have been, it is only because a religious question has been unduly grafted onto this scientific question, which has stirred up feelings and distorted straight reasoning … I consider Christ as a historical personage and I do not see why anyone should be scandalized that there exists a material trace of his existence.21

		

		Had other members of the French Academy of Sciences possessed the same equanimity as Delage, his lecture might have initiated a fruitful debate about the nature and significance of the Turin Shroud. The loss of this opportunity is particularly regrettable, since it was just at this time that anthropologists in England were developing new ideas about religion with the potential to unlock the relic’s historical significance.22 And it was just at this time, too, that the debate about the Resurrection, having passed its zenith, was in urgent need of resolution, to prevent Christianity becoming too detached from the relentless juggernaut of modern thought. Had scientists and scholars a century ago followed the example of Delage and viewed the Shroud as an intellectual challenge to be met, rather than as a superstitious threat, the religious life of the
			twentieth century might have been very different. But prejudice won the day, and the professor’s open-minded investigations were consigned to oblivion.

		Or so it was hoped. Fortunately, Delage’s protégé, Paul Vignon, was not deterred. He published his initial study of the Shroud in the same year, 1902, providing anatomical and archaeological arguments in favour of its authenticity, and over the next forty years became the Shroud’s principal champion. Unlike Delage, Vignon was a Christian, but, as a scientist, he was determined to explain the Shroud in purely rational terms, developing the theory that it was a natural phenomenon caused by vaporography. As an exhibited artist, he also brought a painter’s eye to the problem and adduced a wide range of art-historical evidence in support of the Shroud’s antiquity.

		In 1931 the Shroud was put on show to celebrate the marriage of the heir to the Italian throne, Prince Umberto of Piedmont, the first time it had been exhibited since the momentous display of 1898. This time a professional photographer, Giuseppe Enrie, was commissioned to photograph it, and the results were spectacular.

		Enrie’s photos confirmed the integrity of Pia’s originals and permitted the Shroud to be studied in far greater detail than ever before. They soon caught the eye of an eminent Parisian surgeon, Dr Pierre Barbet, who became fascinated by the relic. During the 1930s Barbet devoted himself to studying the medical aspects of the image, establishing pathology as one of the most important fields of Shroud research – or ‘sindonology’ as it was then becoming known (from the Greek sindon, meaning ‘linen sheet’).23 By 1939 there was enough interest in the Shroud to warrant a conference on the subject in Turin. Nearly four decades after the silencing of Delage, debate about the Shroud was finally underway, albeit in a marginal forum.

		The timing was inauspicious, but after the war study of the Shroud resumed. In 1950 it was the subject of a major international conference in Rome, and in 1959 the Centro Internazionale di Sindonologia was formed in Turin. Despite the scoffing of the academic establishment, a number of dedicated researchers began devoting themselves to study of the Shroud, and the trickle of publications steadily increased, soon becoming a lively underground stream of speculative knowledge.

		Interest in the Shroud rocketed in the 1970s, the ‘golden age’ of Shroud research. It was in this decade that the cloth was finally made available for scientific testing. A preliminary examination of it had been made in 1969, but it was only in 1973 that scientists were allowed to take samples. Their findings were sufficiently intriguing to encourage further research. And so, in 1978, a group of around thirty American scientists, calling themselves the Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP), was permitted to subject the cloth to a battery of hi-tech tests in order to try to determine how the image was made (Figure 17). Although unable to reach a definitive conclusion on this score, the STURP scientists gathered a tremendous amount of useful data on the relic and, crucially, they failed to ‘falsify’ the image – failed, that is, to detect any obvious
			signs of forgery. As far as they could tell, the Shroud was a genuine burial cloth. Their work has attracted plenty of abuse from sceptics, but it was scientifically motivated and their results were published in peer-reviewed journals.24 Also in 1978, Ian Wilson published his ground-breaking book The Turin Shroud, which reconstructed a possible provenance for the cloth, stretching back beyond medieval France to sixth-century Edessa, a city now known as Şanlıurfa in eastern Turkey. By the end of the 1970s sindonologists were in bullish mood and looking forward to what many of them naively saw as the ‘ultimate’ scientific test: carbon dating.

		The 1980s were all about the carbon-dating campaign. In 1983 the Holy See inherited the Shroud on the death of the exiled King Umberto II of Italy (putting an end to the Savoys’ long ownership of the relic) and soon afterwards the increasingly vociferous calls to have the cloth carbon dated received a response. It took several years of wrangling and scientific compromise before the Church was ready to proceed, but the test was finally performed in 1988.

		For the Shroud community, the result was dismaying. According to the carbon-dating laboratories, the cloth was manufactured between 1260 and 1390 – just as Chevalier had claimed, just as the academic establishment believed. For decades the heirs of Delage and Vignon had been constructing an ever more plausible case for the authenticity of the mysterious relic; now, in one fell swoop, their case was laid low. The sceptics, it seemed, had been right all along.

		One might have expected study of the Shroud to take on a new complexion after 1988. Accepting the carbon dating, art historians should have leapt on the Shroud as one of the most fascinating visual creations of the medieval period, a true masterpiece of devotional imagery. Strangely, though, they have remained almost entirely silent.25 The reason is simple: the negative photo of the cloth is an unmistakable sign that the Shroud’s famous image could not have been created by a medieval artist. Technically, conceptually and stylistically the Shroud makes no sense as a medieval artwork. The discipline of art history has had over a century to study the Shroud since it was first photographed, and in all that time no art historian has ever ventured to attribute it to a medieval artist.26

		Sindonologists, meanwhile, have taken stock, regrouped and continued their discussions, greatly aided in recent years by the rise of the Internet. Inevitably, the carbon-dating result casts a long shadow over their work, and a great deal of effort has been expended in trying to figure out what might have gone wrong. But others simply get on with the task of trying to piece together the obscure history of the cloth, a pursuit that might seem vain to outsiders, but which continues to throw up tantalizing clues.

		Overall, the 1988 carbon dating has made little difference to sindonology. It has just made it even more difficult for qualified researchers to dare to involve themselves in studying the world’s most intriguing object.

		The reaction of the Catholic Church to the 1988 carbon dating is almost as puzzling as the relic itself. To begin with, the archbishop of Turin, Cardinal Ballestrero, accepted the result unhesitatingly, despite the profound importance of the cult and despite knowing that the preponderance of scientific evidence up to that time was in favour of the Shroud being a genuine burial cloth. ‘We now know the truth!’ he proclaimed cheerfully. ‘The Shroud is not what we thought it was, but at the very least it remains a beautiful icon.’27

		The Church is not usually so precipitate in its acceptance of scientific findings at odds with the feelings of the faithful. It was only in 1996, for instance, a full 137 years after the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, that the Pope finally conceded that the theory of evolution was ‘more than a hypothesis’.28 The Shroud is an exceptionally significant relic, potentially the burial cloth of Jesus, and yet, on the authority of a single, unsupported scientific test, its ecclesiastical guardian pronounced it a product of the Middle Ages.29

		Just as perplexing is the refusal to permit further testing of the cloth. For over twenty years sindonologists have been clamouring not only for a second carbon-dating test, in the hope of overturning the 1988 result, but also for a chance to test the cloth in other ways that might help solve the mystery of the image. One might have thought the Church would welcome efforts to revive the Shroud’s reputation, but the requests for further tests have been resolutely ignored.

		Meanwhile, in 2002, the Shroud was subjected to a secret conservation campaign that interfered drastically with its fabric. This involved the removal of all charred material and the vacuuming and stretching of the entire cloth. William Meacham, an experienced archaeologist and acknowledged expert on the Shroud, has called this campaign an act of ‘vandalism’ that has ‘removed an important part of the relic’s historical heritage, destroyed valuable scientific data and altered the cloth and its study forever’.30 The Shroud’s custodians in Turin are adamant that the conservation exercise was responsible and necessary, but many dedicated sindonologists fear that the Shroud has now been neutered as an object of scientific research.

		Bewilderingly, despite accepting the carbon-dating result, the Catholic Church does not seem to have abandoned its faith in the Shroud. In the quarter of a century since the carbon dating was performed, the Shroud has been exhibited with great pomp and ceremony on no fewer than three occasions (in 1998, 2000 and 2010), a frequency not known since the early nineteenth century. (Another display is scheduled for 2025.) This is hardly compatible with the view that it is a medieval forgery, and it is certainly not presented to the faithful as such.

		The words and actions of the two popes who have sanctioned these displays, John Paul II and Benedict XVI, certainly give the impression that the Vatican still believes in the Shroud’s authenticity. In 2010, for instance, on the occasion of the latest exhibition, Benedict delivered a homily in front of the relic, in which he meditated, in particular, on the meaning of the blood marks. The Shroud, he said,

		
			is a burial cloth, which wrapped the body of a man crucified in total conformity with what the Evangelists tell us of Jesus … The Shroud is an Icon written with blood, the blood of a man scourged, crowned with thorns, crucified and wounded in the right chest. The image imprinted on the Shroud is that of a dead man, but the blood speaks of his life. Every trace of blood speaks of love and of life. Especially that copious stain near the chest, made of blood and water that flowed from a large wound produced by the thrust of a Roman lance: that blood and that water speak of life.31

		

		Ecclesiastical statements on the Shroud are usually models of studied ambiguity, but not this one. Crucially, the cloth is said to be a real, bloodstained burial cloth and the lance that produced the side wound – the source not only of blood, but also, significantly, of water32 – is said to have been Roman, not medieval. Benedict evidently believes that the Shroud is genuine. So why is he content to let the world at large – and many Catholics – dismiss it as a fake? Why is the result of the 1988 carbon-dating test tacitly upheld and a second test not permitted? If, as John Paul II said in 1998, the Church ‘entrusts to scientists the task of continuing to investigate, so that satisfactory answers may be found’,33 why, fourteen years later, are scientists still being denied
			access to the cloth, even when it is being conserved? These questions become more urgent the longer the Church equivocates, making spiritual capital out of a relic it has helped to discredit.

		If the attitude of the Catholic Church is inscrutable, that of the secular world is entirely understandable. In the eyes of the general public the Shroud is a certified fake, a medieval oddity, nothing more. It might be interesting to find out how it was made, but, if it remains an enigma, so be it. Only crackpots think it might really have anything to do with Jesus. This popular verdict is shared by the vast majority of academics, which is unfortunate, because it means that very few scholars or scientists have spent any time at all thinking about the Shroud. The mystery that surrounds it is largely a product of this consistent lack of thought.

		The carbon dating may be the reason most people now dismiss the Shroud as a medieval sham, but for most of the twentieth century, the case against the Shroud rested on Chevalier’s interpretation of its fourteenth-century history, an interpretation that is still hugely influential, despite the widespread realization that the image is not a painting. Underlying the continuing scepticism is a fundamental issue that affects everyone’s perception of the Shroud, an issue that helped prompt Chevalier’s contemporaries to sweep the problem under the carpet and that has blocked academic discussion of the Shroud ever since. This is the issue of meaning, specifically the meaning of the Shroud in relation to the Resurrection.

		Ever since Pia’s discovery of the photographic negative in 1898, the potential meaning of the Shroud has inspired enthusiasm and anxiety in equal measure. The question is inescapable: if authentic, what might the Shroud tell us not only about the death and burial of Jesus, but also about the Resurrection? As soon as Pia’s photographs were published, enthusiasts began wondering if, instead of being a miraculous sweat stain as previously thought, the image might actually have been caused by some form of energy generated during the Resurrection. A French journalist, Arthur Loth, suggested that it might have been produced by an electrochemical discharge from Christ
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