Why the Shroud of Turin is NOT a painting.
Pam Moon Jan 17th 2014
There are currently various theories which suggest the Shroud of Turin is either a painting with a
gesso base (Charles Freeman) or a woodcut print (Joseph S. Accetta). I would like to suggest
several reasons why this is not credible, to add to the 1978 STURP findings that there is no density
of paint on the cloth and the difficulties of drawing in negative without outline.
1. Paintings are not folded.
Unlike paintings or wall hangings the Shroud was not stored open and flat. You can work out the
folding patterns used at different times by examining the water stains and the fire damage. If it is a
gesso based piece of art then the folds and creases would have broken down the glue. The woodcut
print would detach. You would find areas on the Shroud where the image peeled away.
Two years ago, following the comment by BAFTA award winning director
David Rolfe that the carbon date is like a ‘dead hand’ on examination and
interest in the Shroud, I made a model to work out the folding patterns and
water and fire damage on the cloth. The model was from Barrie Schwortz’s
photographs which I printed onto paper. The image below is a detail of that
model and the damage to the fold line is obvious. This image has two years
of folding and unfolding: the Shroud has almost 700 years of folding and
unfolding if it is medieval; 2000 if it is the burial cloth of Jesus Christ.
You cannot fold and unfold a painting and then repeatedly store it folded without damaging the
image along the fold lines. Imagine what the Mona Lisa might look like if it had been treated like
the Shroud. The central image down the body of the Man on the Shroud would be missing in the
gesso/paint or woodcut print theories because the central fold line was always predominant in the
folds for each type of water/fire damage.
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Display rather than storage
The folding scenarios above do include the folding patterns for display purposes for example the
Holy Mandylion pattern suggested by Ian Wilson. Nor does it include the folding pattern seen in
the raking light hypothesis of John Jackson, which may be the source of the Man of Sorrows images
from Constantinople.

2. The Glue in Gesso

Thirdly, there is evidence from art that the watermarks pre-date the 1532 fire.
Consider the chest area of the Shroud and compare it with the two pieces of art.
The embroidered cloth in the middle at the top is a liturgical epitaphios created
during the reign of the Serbian king Stephen Uro! 11 Milutin (AD 1282 - 1321).
The embroidery depicts Jesus Christ lying in the same pose as the Man on the
Shroud. There is remarkable similarity between the inverted V shaped marking on
the chest of the embroidery and the watermark on the chest of the Man on the
Shroud. This cloth predates the fire by over 200 years. The image on the right is
the Imago Pietatis Icon from Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Rome c 1300. Again
the diaphragm area is given great prominence and the line follows almost exactly
the watermark on the Shroud.

Gesso from the Encyclopaedia Britannica: ‘gesso, ( Italian: “gypsum” or “chalk”) fluid white
coating, composed of plaster of paris, chalk, gypsum, or other whiting mixed with glue, applied to
smooth surfaces such as wood panels, plaster, stone, or canvas.’ From wikipedia the glue is a
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So the glue traditionally used in gesso, cracks, absorbs moisture and debonds with hot water. The
Shroud of Turin was soaked in water on two occasions and the douse water would have been heated
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3. Who is the artist?
I keep six honest serving men
by Rudyard Kipling
I keep six honest serving men
(They taught me all I knew)
Their names are What and Why and When
and How and Where and Who.
In this simple poem Rudyard Kipling expounds the important questions of knowledge. Who paints
a piece of work matters. It is not enough to say the Shroud is a medieval painting or woodcut print
without establishing the name of the artist. Given the amount of actual evidence we have for them
the medieval creator of the Shroud of Turin is much closer to imaginary than real.
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4. Why might there be calcium carbonate on the Shroud of Turin?
Perhaps it is because the tomb of Christ was newly carved from limestone. We know from Matthew
and John the it was a 'new' tomb (Matthew 27:60; John 19:41). They used the same word. The
tomb was ‘one in which no one had yet been laid’ (Luke 23: 53 and John 19:41) and had been ‘cut
(hewn) out of rock.’ (Matthew 27:60; Mark 15:46 and Luke 23:53). We do not know when the
workmen finished but maybe John, as the person who buried Jesus, was using the word ‘new’ to
suggest there was still chalk dust on the surfaces and in the air. So it would be surprising if there
was not calcium carbonate present on the cloth.
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