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Turin, Italy,  April 2010.  A line of brightly coloured umbrellas winds it way toward the Cathedral of Turin on this rainy spring day in Northern Italy.   Many reserved their spot on the internet.  A few came from the France on horseback as in medieval times.  American tourists take their place despite clouds of volcanic ash over Europe.  They wait to see the most widely known Christian relic in the world, the Holy Shroud of Turin.  

The shroud is on display from April 10 to May 23 for the first time this decade. It is the first time visitors will see it after a complete hightech restoration, which cleaned away centuries of grime and removed triangular patches sewn on by nuns in middle ages.  From afar, it looks like a work of abstract art.  Come a bit closer and you see a swatch of stained yellowish linen the size of a large beach towel.  A few feet away, a faint image comes into focus: a nude, long-haired, bearded man floating on his side with wrists crossed and eyes closed.  Some believe this is the crucified Christ, that the shroud wrapped his dead body, and was imprinted with it at the resurrection.  For them, it is tangible proof of the central facts of Christianity:  Christ lived, was crucified, and rose again.  

The first trace of the shroud appears a few centuries after the crucifixion.  Coins and stone objects from Jerusalem circa 400 AD bear an an image resembling the shroud.  In the 500s, portraits of Christ in what is now modern Turkey may be copies of the folded shroud.  During the crusades, it may have traveled around Europe and the Mideast with the Knights Templar.  
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st reliable written record comes from the 1300s when the shroud belonged to a noble family on the Italian-French border.  In the 1500s, the shroud passed to their neighbors, the Savoy, ancestors of Italy’s modern kings.   The Savoys brought the shroud to Turin in Northern Italy in 1578, placing it in a specially-built chapel in the city’s cathedral.  There it has stayed, except for World War II, when it hid under an abbey altar in southern Italy.  The shroud became Vatican property in 1983 with the death of its final Savoy owner,  Umberto II, the last Italian King

In 1898, his father, Umberto I, had granted permission for the first photograph of the shroud.  The results were a revelation.  The image on the shroud acted like a negative and the body, only faintly seen by the naked eye, emerged perfectly clear.  With detailed photographs, “sindonology” or the scientific study of the shroud began (‘sidone’ being Italian for ‘shroud’).  Anatomy experts went to work first.  They found trauma consistent with biblical accounts of the crucifixion: head punctures from pointed objects like thorns, arm and feet holes made by nails, flagellation scars, a shoulder bruise from carrying a heavy object, and a large side gash.  

Biologists in the 1970s confirmed the presence of human blood (type AB) and wound secretions.  The weave, fibre, and pollen on the shroud was typed to the ancient mideast.  In 1988, carbon-14 dating by three independent laboratories in the US, UK, and Switzerland found the same result.   The shroud dates from between 1260 and 1390.   For some, this is proof that the man on it is not Christ.  Others argue that the test is invalid because of fire damage and patchwork done in the 1500s.  Physicists continue to grappel with how the holographic image got there centuries before the invention of photography.  It remains a mystery.  Chemical analysis has ruled out any pigment that would indicate painting or drawing. 

In 1973, the shroud went on television for the first time.  In 1998, it was put in a $550,000 climate-controlled frame designed by Italian aerospace engineers. In 2000, a tactile copy came out for the blind.  This year it enters cyberspace.  There are over 1,000 videos of the shroud now on YouTube.  Visitors can reserve and plan their visit on a multilingual internet site (http://www.sindone.org) and download shroud software for an Iphone or Blackberry. You can examine lifesize computer-generated 3D images at the nearby Shroud Museum.  If internet reservations are accurate, a record 1,600,000 people will come next month to see the Holy Shroud of Turin.  Even in the cyberage, medieval religious law is still in effect.  No profit can be made off the shroud.  Entrance to see Christianity’s greatest relic is free. 


