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Throughout popular literature about the Shroud of Turin, owwdwv
(sindon) frequently is represented as the Greek word for “shroud.”’ Zovdwv is
used by writers of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) in accounts
of the burial of Jesus, and recent Bible translations render owdwv as
“shroud.” (e.g., RSV) But the word actually denotes a very fine and relatively
expensive cloth, not necessarily linen and not intrinsically connoting death or

burial.?

Sindon (Latin, English)
Xwdwv (Greek)
Sindhu (Sansktit?)

70 (Hebrew)

Its etymological history is obscure.” The Greek word may be related to

an ancient word from India, the Sanskrit sindhu. We searched our Middle
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Egyptian lexicons for several words for “linen”; “garment,” “flax,” “bandage,”

“mummy cloth,” etc., and found just one, §indyt, (sindut in the older

— VR Sndyt, “apron”

= sindut, “apron”

pyramid texts) that may be related. This is often translated as “apron,”
referring to a type of outer garment worn over the lower torso," but not
necessarily, in ancient Egypt, covering other outer clothing. The Coptic New
Testament translation is no help in this case, as owdwv is carried over as a loan
word from Greek.

As early as the fifth-century B.C., we find owwdwv used by the playwright
Sophocles and the historians Herodotus and Thucydides with reference to a
very fine and expensive cloth. It is also found in the first-century A.D.
geographer, Strabo, and the second-century satirist, Lucian of Samosata.’

In the Septuagint, the translation of the Hebrew Bible made around 200
B.C., owdwv often translates 170 (sadin), as in this familiar passage from

Proverbs, which speaks of the “good wife .. far more precious than jewels.”

(Proverbs 31:10)
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OLVdOVAG ETIOMTEV KAL ATIEDOTO TEQLLWHATA DE TOLG XAVAVALOLG
She makes linen garments, and sells them; and delivers girdles to the merchant

(Proverbs 31:24)




170 in Mishnaic usage is discussed in some detail by Jastrow: as a “shees,
usually of fine linen (cmp. owdwv ).”® The good wife of Proverbs cleatly is
not weaving “shrouds” to be sold in the market. Earlier English translations
of the Bible, such as KJV, offer “fine linen” for owvdwv in this passage.
Elsewhere in the Septuagint, (Judges 14: 12-13, 15,) we find owdwv in
the story of Samson’s riddle to the Philistines. The meaning of owdwv is not
entirely clear in the passage, but it denotes some kind of cloth so expensive that
the Philistines felt they would be impoverished if they had to provide Samson

with thirty lengths of them.

YINAQN

With this background in mind, let’s look at our synoptic passages:

kal AaPwv 10 cwpa 6 Twond evetvAlEev avto
[év] owwdovL kaBapa,
And taking the body, Joseph wrapped it in a clean linen cloth....
(RSV—"a clean linen shroud”) (Matthew 27:592)

Kal dyoQdoag owvdova kal kaBeAwv avtov
évelAnoe 1) owvodovL,
And he bought fine linen, and taking him down,
wrapped him in the fine linen.... (RSV—"a linen shroud”) (Mark 15:46a)

Kol KaOeAwv adTO eveTVALEE TLVOOVL

And he took it down, and wrapped it in linen.... (RSV—"a linen shroud”)
(Luke 23:532)




We may take the RSV translation of owdwv as “linen shroud” as a kind of
gloss, not as an accurate representation of what the Greek word connotes—
actually, “a fine and expensive cloth.” Indeed, the linguist Eugene Nida has
observed, “Though a word for ‘linen” may be borrowed, what is important in
the New Testament contexts is primarily the quality of the cloth, not the
material of which it was made. Accordingly, many translators have used an
expression such as ‘fine cloth’ [for owdwv].”’

There is yet another instance of owdwv in the New Testament:: Mark’s

story of the young man who ran away naked from the soldiers at Gethsemane.

Kat eic tig veaviokog 1coAovOnoev avtq, meopeBAnuévoc owvdova Emti
YUHVOU" KAl KQATODOLV a0TOV OL VEAVIOKOL. 0 0& KATAALTIWV TNV OLvOOvVa
YUHRVOG EPuyev ATT aVTV.

And a young man followed him, with nothing but a linen cloth about
his body; and the young men seized him. And he left the linen cloth,
and ran away from them naked.

(Mark 14:51, £.)

Whether owdwv in Mark’s account refers to clothing, ze., a kind of nightshirt,
or to a length of cloth, depends on the interpretation here of megeAnuevog
(perfect passive participle of meQipaAAw, “to throw around”). Possibly it
represents an early example of later Christian practice, when owdwv refers to a
fine cloth used to wrap the catechumen after baptism.® In the Acts of Thomas,

the word also refers to a linen altar cloth.’



AINON

Another of the Greek words that have been used with specific reference
to “linen” of various sorts is Atvov, which has been used from Homeric
through Byzantine times not only for “linen,” but also for “flax' (i.e., the plant

itself, or its unspun fibers).

Atvov (linon) -- linen, flax

7nwo (peshtah) -- linen, flax

We find Atvov in the Septuagint with this meaning, “flax,” translating
nwd or nnWd. “Flax” in this quotation from Exodus cleatly refers to the plant

growing in the field.

T0 & Atvov KAt 1) kLN AT YN 1] Yo k10N mageotnkOia
o de Atvov oTteguaTILOV.

The flax and the barley were ruined, for the barley was in the ear
and the flax was in the bud. (Exodus 9:31)

KAAQUOV OUVTETQLUIEVOV OV Kated&el kal Atvov TudOpevov oV ofpéoel, Ewg av EkBAAT eig
VIKOG TNV kQlowv*

He will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick....
(Matthew 12:20)

kaAapov teOAaocpevov ov cOvToupel kat Atvov kamviLopevov
ov ofeoel aAAa eig aAnOeav e€oloet KQLOLV.

A bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick
he will not quench.  (Isaiah 42:3)




In Matthew 12:20, Atvov tupopevov, “smoking flax” connotes “a
twisted strip of flax used for the wick of a lamp."" This passage is a reflex of
Isaiah 42:3, where the same thought is expressed with Awvov kamviCopevov.
Possibly Matthew followed a different version of the OT text."* Atvov also
appears in non-biblical Greek texts with the meaning, “fishing-net.”"” Likewise,
in Mark 1:18, ta Awa is a variant manuscript reading for ta ductva (“fishing-
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nets”).” Allin all, Afvov connotes a coarse grade of linen, or even the flax

plant, distinguishing it from owdwv, which referred to a cloth of finer quality.
O®ONH/ O®ONION

Now we turn to another pair of Greek words for ‘linen,” 666vn (othone)
and oBoviov (othonion). The former refers to very strong sheets of linen such

as were used for sails, as in this account of Petet’s vision in the Book of Acts .

Kat OewEel TOV 0VEAVOV AVEWYHEVOV Kal kKATaPaivov okeDOG Tt g 00OV V pHeYAANV
T€000Q0V AQXALS kKaOLépevov €l g YN,

And [Peter| saw heaven opened, and something descending, like a great sheet, let down
by four corners upon the earth...

(Acts 10:11, ¢f Acts 11:5)

Elsewhere in Greek literature, 006vn refers to “tent cloth.” and to a “ship’s

sail.”"” OBoviov, theoretically a diminutive of 606vr, nevertheless refers to



large pieces of linen cloth -- a sheet, a sail, or cloth for a tent — but also,
interestingly, to a smaller piece of linen, such as a bandage for wounds. The
plural, 0Bovi, seldom refers to such small pieces or strips of cloth, however.
The noted New Testament philologist, Frederick W. Danker, has expressed
doubt that oBovia in the New Testament refers to strips of cloth or bandages'

such as formerly used in Egypt as part of the mummification process. In the
Septuagint, moreover, oOnoviov, like Atvov, translates WD, (pishtah) or W5

(peshet) -- “flax,” as in Hosea 2:9:

Kat adeAovpaL Ta AT Hov Kat ta 06ovia pov...
And I will take away my wool and my flax...

Hosea 2:11, LXX  (2:9, MT)

In the New Testament, we find oOovia with reference to burial

cloths of Jesus in Luke 24:12 and in John 19:40 and 20:5-7.

éAafBov ovv 10 ocwpa oL ITnoov kat édnoav avTo 00oVIolg HETA TV AQWHATWY, kKaBwg
£€00o¢ éotiv tols Tovdalolg evtapalery.

[Then] they took the body of Jesus, and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is
the burial custom of the Jews.

(John 19:40)

As already stated, it is doubtful that the body of Jesus would have been
wrapped in strips of cloth, in the manner of Pharaonic mummies. A major

consideration is the element of time on erev Shabbat, or Friday afternoon. In



present-day Jerusalem, everything closes down that afternoon a good three or
four hours before sundown. Even non-observant Jews and non-Jews are well
advised to be off the streets in certain neighborhoods. (In the early eighties, a
woman was stoned in the “ultra-religious” quarter of Mea Shearim while on the
street at 1:30 on a Friday afternoon.'”) We have no evidence that observance
was more lenient in the first century.

We are told that Jesus died at the “ninth hour,”*®

r.e, around 3 p.m. It
would have taken time for authorities to ascertain that he was indeed dead, and
time to obtain Pilate’s permission for release of the body. More time to take
down the body from the cross and remove it to the sepulcher. We infer that
those who laid to rest the body of Jesus would have been in immense danger —
greater danger than they already were for associating with him — had they been
tound outside home as the hour of sunset approached. This has implications
tor the washing and anointing of the body as well, and on this one point, I am
in agreement with Ian Wilson that the hundred-pounds’ weight of spices
brought by Nicodemus (John
19:39) actually constituted

aromatic sand to be packed

around the body as an

antiputrefacient.”

Figure 1. Body wrapped “according to the

custom of the Jews.”(Based on forensic analysis
of the image on the Turin Shroud.)?"



The body of Jesus — as a Jew of a religious family — would have been
wrapped in a long sheet and tied with strips of cloth at the neck, at the wrists
and feet, and at the torso, and as here, at the knees. (Figure 1)

Here, as elsewhere, context is crucial to our understanding of oBovia.
In this passage, it is informed by the meaning of the verb, ednoav, from dew,
“tie,” “bind,” or “fasten,” but not ““wind,” as given in some translations. This
seemingly small point is important because skeptics have suggested that a
shroud such as we have would not have been used in first century Judea,
because Jesus, it is claimed, would have been wrapped in strips of cloth. But
there is no evidence for this ancient Egyptian custom among Jews living in

Roman Palestine. Quite the opposite: Long shrouds wrapped under and over

-y

Figure 2. Corpse i sitn wrapped in woolen shroud.
Excavated at Givat ha-Mivtar, Jerusalem.?!

the body have in fact been excavated. (Figure 2) I think it likely that the plural
form oBoviwx in John and Luke refers to both the owdwv and the keoway, the

strips which tied the hands and feet, etc.. (See below.)



Moreover, mummies of the Hellenistic period in Egypt were not

wrapped in strips of cloth as in more ancient times. Instead, extraordinary

Figure 3. Mummy wrapped in intricate “rhomboid” pattern
with inserted panel portrait of the decedent as a youth.
Hawara, c. 80 — 100 A.D.

lengths of coarse linen were wrapped around a small coffin encasing the body

in an intricate “rhomboid” pattern.” (Figure 3)

KEIPTA

With regard to this notion of winding linen about a Jewish corpse, we
also must consider the pericope of Lazarus raised from the dead in John 11:44,
where ke, (keiria) not obova, refers, with coBdaptov, (soudarion)to the

burial cloths.

Kal €ENADev 0 TeBvNKwg dedeéVog TOVG TODAG KAl TAG XEIQAGS KELQIALS Kal
T T H Q Q
1] OPIc avTOL COLOAPIW TEQLEDEDETO.

And the dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with bandages:
and his face wrapped with a cloth.

John 11:44a

Very likely, Lazarus would have been wrapped in the same manner as

shown in Figure 1 above, for the text recounts that he was “bound hand and

10



tfoot.” If the kewotat cloths had been wrapped around Lazarus, mummy-style,
the covdaprov covering his face would not have been visible.

It might appear from our English translations that ket was also used
for linen in general. An example would appear to be Proverbs 7:16, where the
Septuagint uses ke to translate WX (linen) said to be from Egypt — an exotic
touch. But probably it does not connote "yardage” or sheets of cloth. In

Targumic literature, VX denotes “flax-rope,” suggestive of strips.”

KEIQLAIG TETOKA TNV KALVIV HOU
apPLTAnoLs de e0TowKA ToLg &’ AryvnTov

0°7%7) MWONR N1DVA WAV °N727 0°7270

I have decked my couch with coverings,
colored spreads of Egyptian linens.  (Proverbs 7:16)

(Hebrew singular, Greek plural.)

BYZXOX/ BYLXINOZX

Another pair of words denoting a special type of linen are fvooog and its
diminutive, fvoowoc. These refer to extraordinarily fine linen, worn in our
literature by the very richest people on earth and by heavenly beings.

Buooog is described as “a species of Egyptian flax... or linen made from it —
very costly, delicate, soft, either white or pale yellow.”* Tt is the clothing, for

example, of the rich man in Luke’s pericope of the suffering Lazarus. The

11



story was written to pointedly contrast extremes of suffering and poverty on

the one hand, and self-indulgence and wealth on the other.

AvBowrog € T 1V TAOVO10G, kKal EVEdIOVTKETO TIOEPUEAY Kal FUTTOV
e0PEALVOLEVOS KaO' 1|HéQaV AaTIOWS.

A certain man was rich, and he put on purple and fine linen,
living sumptuously every day.
(Luke 16:19, author’s translation)

In the Book of Revelation, Bvootvog appears in many passages in which
the raiment of extraordinary, often heavenly, beings is described. When
recounting earthly wealth, it is mentioned along with “purple,” “gold,”

“precious stones and pearls,” etc. (Cf Revelation 18:12, 18:16, 19:8, 19:14.)

Kol T otpatevuata [ta] év T ovpavo NKoAoVOeL avT@ €' (TtTtolg AgvKol
0 T 0 /
Evdedupévol Foavov Aevkov kaBaov.

And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure,
followed him on white hotses.
(Revelation 19:14)

The garment Pharaoh bestowed on Joseph in Genesis 41:42 was also of

this extraordinary cloth. He was arrayed “in garments of fine linen”

12



-- otoAnV Buoovnv.” King David also was royally clothed thus -- otoAnv
pvoowvny, “in garments of fine linen,” as described in 1 Chronicles 15:27.
Why do the gospels not use the word, fvooog, rarer and richer than
owdwyv, for the cloth purchased by Joseph of Arimathea for the burial of his
Master? One consideration may be the proscription pertaining to extravagant
burials by Gamaliel. Perhaps even more telling, however, is the note of fantasy
and imagination that attaches to these stories. They tell of Joseph, legendary
Chancellor of Egypt; of the renowned David, the ideal king; of a certain rich
man’s sumptuous life; and of beings of the heavenly realm. Such a cloth, then,
may not only have been too rich and costly, but too idealized for the burial of

a God-fearing Jew in Roman Palestine.
AENTION

Yet another word associated with “linen” — Aevtiov (lention) -- occurs in
the New Testament. This is the cloth Jesus wrapped around himself when he

washed his disciples’ feet at the Last Supper (John 13:4, f.) and which he also

€yelgetal €k oL delmvou kat TONow & nat, kat AaBwv Aévtiov dtéCwoev Eautov. elta
BaAAeL DOwWQ eig TOV VIMTHEA Kol HEEATO VITTELY TOUG TOOAS TV HAONTAWV KAl EKPATTELY
T Aevtie @ 1V dteCwopévog.

[Jesus] rose from supper, laid aside his garments, and girded himself with a towel. Then
he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with
the towel with which he was wrapped.... (John 13:4,5)

13



used to dry their feet.

This common cloth could be made of cotton or linen. In other texts of
the Hellenistic period, Aevtiov refers to the cloth covering a person about to
undergo crucifixion. It also refers to an “apron” worn by servants.”® Aevrtiov,

like Atvov, would have been a rough, coarse cloth, not at all like owdwv.

LOYAAPION

Finally, we should mention the covdagiov (soudarion) which covered
the face of the risen Lazarus (John 11:44, quoted above) and which the author
of the fourth gospel elsewhere describes as “the napkin, which had been on his

head, not with the linen cloths, but rolled up in a place by itself.” (John 20:7)

KAl TO 00LdAQLOV, O )V Tl NG KEPAATS v TOD, OV peta TV 000ViwV kelpevov
AAAX XWOIS EVTETLALYEVOV ElG Eva TOTIOV.

And the napkin, which had been on his head, not lying with the linen cloths,
but rolled up in a place by itself.
(John 20:7)

The origin of this word is the Latin s#darium, which in turn derives from
the Latin word for “sweat,” sudor. Thus it originally referred to a cloth for
wiping perspiration. As may be inferred from Luke 19:20 and Acts 19:12, this
cloth was in common use, more or less as a handkerchief. Wilson gives

consideration to the possibility that John’s covdaptov, rolled up in the tomb,

14



could be the shroud of Christ.”” Rather, it reflects the long-standing Jewish
custom, described in the Mishnah, of covering the face of a corpse..” Far
from referring to a cloth that covered the entire body, it was a smaller cloth
which covered the face and in some instances, was wrapped around the head.
These texts, considered carefully, do in fact support the validity of the cloth

known as the Sudarium of Oviedo.
KAGAPOL, KAO®APIZQ

Taking another look at Matthew’s account of the cloth bought by Joseph
of Arimathea, we wonder: Why should it not be “clean,” since it was newly

purchased? KaBagog, in fact, has several connotations in Biblical literature.

katl Aapwv 10 cwpa 6 Twot|d evetvALEev avTo [év] ovddvL kaBapa
And taking the body, Joseph wrapped it in a clean linen cloth....
(Matthew 27:59a)

Not often, however, does it have the meaning, “clean,” as opposed to “dirty,”

as in Jesus’s admonition to the Pharisees in Matthew 23:206:

KkaOAQLOOV MEWTOV TO €VTOC TOV TOTNELoV,
tva yévnrat kat 10 €ktog avToL kKabagov.

First clean the inside of the cup,
so that the outside may also be clean!
Matthew 23:26)
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But even here the use is metaphorical, and the significance is internal purity —
the meaning most often found in the New Testament, as in this familiar

promise from the Beatitudes, and in Paul’s teaching to Titus.

Harcdoot ol kaBaol T kaEdiq, dtL avTol Tov Bedv dpovrat.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.
(Matthew 5:8)

navta kaBapa tols kabaolg:
TolG d¢ pepaEVOLS Kal aTtioTolg 0VdEV KaBaody,

To the pure, all things are pure,
but to the corrupt and unbelieving, nothing is pure.
(Titus 1:15a)

Frequently, kaBapog and its verbal form, kaBaoilw, are used in the New
Testament with clearly Levitical sense: Here, the author of Hebrews uses the

verb to refer directly to Jewish law:

Kal oxedov v alpatt mavia kabagiletatl kot TOV VOUOV,
Kal XwolS atlpatekxvoiag ov yivetat apeoic.

Under the Law, almost everything is purified with blood,
and without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness.

(Hebrews 9:22)

The author of Acts reflects the division over Levitical purity in his story

of Peter’s quandary over breaking the MIWw3 (kashrut, “keeping kosher”) which

he had honored his whole life.

16



0 d¢ [Térgog eimev, Mndapwe, koote, 6tL oLdémoTe EPayov
TV KOOV Kal akaBaQTov.

But Peter said, “No, Lotd, for I have never eaten
anything that is common or unclean.”
(Acts 10:14, ¢, 11:8)

The Coptic text may shed additional light here, for the cloth in Matthew
27:59 is described as ou sindwn esraxe — “a linen cloth (being) clean.” The
Egyptian word raxe, “be clean” (from rwxe) is used in some Sahidic texts for
ouaab, “holy.” The most frequent occurrence of ouaab in the New
Testament is in the phrase, tpneuma etouaab, “the Holy Spirit..” Thus
raxe, in Christian contexts, developed a connotation of spiritual cleanliness
analogous to Levitical purity or cleanliness.

Although these words, kaBapog and kabagilw, occur in the Greek Bible
with connotations of varying nuances, I think it is indisputable that kaBapog in
Matthew 27:59 is a reference to Levitical purity.

CONCLUSION:

Science, that is to say, forensic analysis, has in some instances verified

the New Testament text. For example, the statement, “at once there came out

blood and water,”%

once scoffed at, has been vindicated by forensic analysis. I
would not go so far as to claim that a text can in any way verify the Shroud.

But the words of the New Testament, considered carefully in context, fully

17



support the physical characteristics of the cloth: Xivdwv, unlike some other
words that might have been used -- Awov, Aevtiov, ke -- to describe the
cloth that wrapped the body of Jesus, suggests material such as that of the
Shroud of Turin — very high quality linen that is “soft to the touch.” Tts

description as kaBapog implies its Levitical purity required by “the burial

9531

custom of the Jews,”” and directly connects the burial cloth of Jesus to ritual

requirements of early Judaism.
TETPAAITIAOX / TETPAAITTAOYX

As a final consideration, I would like to share some of my thoughts
about the seemingly inscrutable teto&dimAov (“tetradiplon”). Its use in the

Apocryphal Acts of Thaddaens™ (Figure 4) has been thought to be the only
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Figure 4. Passage from Acts of Thaddeus, describing a fourfold [cloth] (tetoadimtAov)....
his [Christ’s] image (eikwv) having been impressed on the linen (owdwv)....

occurrence “in all literature.”” TetoadimAov also occurs in the Byzantine
Historical Writings compiled by Georgius Cedrenus,” in a later and somewhat

embellished version of the same story—Abgar and the Image of Edessa.
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Figure 5. Passage from Cedrenus, Scriptores Byzantinae Historae,
in which a miraculous cloth portraying the image (noo¢n) of the Lord
is referred to both as paxog TeToadimAov and owvdwv.?

In this passage, (Figure 5) the Lord, seeking to wash [himself], was given
a shred of cloth or rag (oaxoc) [folded] as “four doubled” (tetpadimtAov,) which
might be taken to mean a cloth customarily folded several times for personal
transport (as we today might fold something to be put in a pocket) yielding
eight layers.® Left impressed on the linen cloth was a miracle — the copy of his
form (poodn). The cloth is referred to as owdwv in both texts.

While Lampe’ has suggested “fourfold,” and Sophocles,” whom
translators have often followed,. has offered “a kind of towel,” I question
whether this was the fundamental, underlying meaning of tetoadimAov. (No
lexicon can be the last word; the text is always the last word, as the lexicon is
based on the text.) TetpadimAov is a composite of two Greek words — the
prefix tetoa- from tecoageg, “four,” and dimAovg, “double.”  Its primary
meaning, then, denotes simply “four doubled,” or “eight,” although it appears
to have gained common usage as a small, handy cloth. The underlying meaning

of “eight” supports the idea of the Turin Shroud having been folded in a way

19



consistent with Wilson’s reconstruction.” (Figure 6.)

Image not available

Figure 6. Diagram of Shroud
folded in half, in half again, and in half again —
three times, yielding eight layers,= “four doubled.”

The cloth folded in this manner — three times — yields eight layers, as we
can see from Wilson’s diagram and from simple mathematics. (Folded in half
once yields two layers; folded in half a second time doubles this to four layers;
folded in half a third time doubles this to eight layers.)

From ancient historical evidence, the Shroud also might have been
tolded in an accordion-like pattern, as Aldo

Guerreschi proposes.”’ (Figure 7)

Figure 7. Diagram of manner in which
the Turin Shroud might have been
folded, first lengthwise,
then in accordion-like pleats.
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That would be similar to the folded cloth depicted on this Etruscan

sarcophagus from the fourth century, A.D. (Figure 8)

Figure 8. Etruscan sarcophagus,
fourth century, A.D.*

I believe Guerreschi’s suggestion to be very plausible, and it in no way
contradicts the hypothesis of the Shroud as n Ewwv Axnewomnoutn Edecoac,

“the Image of Edessa Not Made by Hand.”
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