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Fig. 1: Official Report of the "Recognition of the so-called Shroud of Jesus"; Department of the Doubs. 

Document in the National Archives of Paris, photocopied by Edward Wuenschel, C.SS.R. 
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DOUBTS ALONG THE DOUBS 

 

 

DOROTHY CRISPINO 

 

 
In the Introduction to his masterly article, "Copies of the Holy Shroud" (Spectrum #12 & 13), Don Luigi Fossati 

wrote: "Many aspects of Shroud history can be better understood by a study of the copies made in past 

centuries." Indeed, his impressive catalogue of copies is but a façade of many entries, behind which lie rich 

stores of information waiting to be brought out by the historian, the scientist, the liturgist, the artist . 

 

Several single aspects recur time and again in the many copies and the cumulative effect of any one of them 
constitutes material for special study. Obvious to anyone is what would invariably happen every time a copy 

fresh with paint was laid upon the Original; perhaps today we are less convinced than people were in former 

centuries that an object became "holy" or "authentic" by contact with a true relic. 

 

Don Fossati addressed himself only to copies depicting both frontal and dorsal imprints; in a Note, he explains 

his omission of those famous copies which showed only the frontal figure: for example, the shroud of Besançon. 

The story of this copy is curious and confused and, for a time, was controversial. It is still a fabulous footnote to 

the fame of the Turin Shroud. The following is a modest attempt to review previous studies and to contribute 

additional documentation hitherto unpublished in this context. 

 

 

Introduction  

In 1794, the shroud of Besançon was found to be the work of an artist and for this reason it 

was destroyed by Order of the French Convention. So much is certain, for historical records 

are quite explicit. What intrigues us in this particular case is the curious assertion that the true 

Shroud, now in Turin, had been kept in Besançon, probably in secret (for no contemporary 

evidence has been found) for almost 150 years before it turned up in Lirey in the possession 

of Geoffroy de Charny, Seigneur of Savoisy, Lirey and Montfort, Counselor to the King. The 

confusion of the Besançon shroud with the Turin Shroud resolved the nagging question of 

how the Shroud of Christ came to France from Constantinople, where it had been seen by 

crusaders in 1203-1204, and indeed by other Europeans as early as the XII century. 

 

Caesar describes Visontio (Besançon) as a formidable town within an almost complete circle 

of the River Doubs; in the space between the converging arms was a mountain of such great 

height that its base reached the river banks on both sides. The most important town of the 

Sequani then, by medieval times it was the capital of the Franche-Comté, no longer confined 

within the circle of the Doubs but spread out across the farther banks. Some 260 kms to the 

south-east lay the tiny Burgundian hamlet of Lirey, where the Shroud, now in Turin, first 

became famous. A papal Bull of 1390 permitted the Lirey church to hold expositions of the 

Shroud "whenever opportune," and these occasions attracted pilgrims from many realms.
1
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The exact date of the Shroud's arrival to Lirey is not known. It was surely there before 

Geoffroy de Charny's death on the battlefield of Poitiers on 19 September 1356; and unlikely 

that it was there much before 1355.
2
 The earliest date that could be seriously considered for 

Geoffroy's acquisition of the Shroud is 1346. The conjecture that he obtained it on the 

Smyrna crusade of 1345-1346 hinges on the extent of his participation in that campaign; 

raises the questions of who gave it to him, where it was given to him, and how it got to that 

place; and completely annuls the hypothesis that the Shroud was ever in Besançon. 

 

For according to the Besançon tradition, the Shroud was in that city until 1349. But before 

examining the theory, let us have a look at the Besançon shroud. 

 

 

The Shroud of Besançon 

Figure 1 shows the first page of a document in the National Archives of Paris, drawn up at 

Besançon on 17 March of the Second Year of the Republic. The document reports that this 

cloth "considered miraculous" was by no means old. It goes on to tell how an envelope was 

found, on which was a sketch of the shroud image. Inside the envelope was a stencil. Placing 

the stencil upon the "cloth called a shroud," the members of the Committee ascertained that 

the figures matched perfectly "in length, breadth, design, nuances and every detail." All those 

present saw clearly the traces of pencil used for registering the stencil upon the cloth.
3
 The 

telltale marks were especially evident around the arms, hands and feet. The image was 

produced on the cloth by a pounce of some substance "like wax or gum". The Committee 

pronounced the shroud a work of human hands. 

 

Some of those on the Committee hastened to declare that they had never given credence to 

their local relic anyway. One even remarked, "The citizens have always been really silly to 

believe a stupidity like that." But when a priest was asked why he had allowed the populace 

to be duped for so long, he retorted, "Take it easy, citizen! In those days I would have gotten 

a [swift kick]." 

 

On 24 May 1794, the shroud was taken to Paris where it was announced that the cloth would 

be converted to lint for the hospitals.
4
 

 

Some authors have remarked that the loss is not to be regretted. On whatever criterion they 

may have judged, they somehow overlooked the shroud's value as probative evidence in 

future investigations. Fortunately, numerous copies still exist, from which we can see what 

the Besançon copy was like. An engraving on silk, signed "Petrus de Loisy," shows a frontal 

image on a stiff panel held up by three prelates. A decorative border frames the picture (Fig. 

2). Almost identical to this is another engraving with the flowery border, the three prelates 

solemnly holding the stiff panel on which lies a pitifully crude frontal figure. Beneath the 

picture is written, in French, the opening prayer in the Office of the Mass of the Holy Shroud, 

requested by  
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Fig. 2: Pilgrimage souvenir by Petrus de Loisy, 1660. 

 


